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Abstract
The Over-Education of the Negro: Academic Novels, Higher Education and the Black
Intellectual
by
Archie Lavelle Porter

Advisor: Robert Reid-Pharr
This dissertation focuses on the academic novel – a literary genre which fictionalizes the
lives of students and professors in institutions of higher education. In particular this project
focuses on academic novels written by black writers and which address issues in black higher
education. This dissertation has two concurrent objectives: 1) to examine the academic novel as
a particular genre of literature, and to highlight some specific novels on black American identity
within this genre, and 2) to illustrate the pedagogical value of academic fiction. Through the
ancient practice of storytelling, academic novels link the travails of the individual student or
professor to a bigger story about the history and origin and purpose of colleges and universities.
The “Introduction” provides a basic overview of the academic novel, the black academic novel,
and an analysis of the history of black higher education through discourses of over-education.
Chapter One, “Toward a Theory of the Black Academic Novel,” provides a literature review of
criticism on academic fiction and makes connections with black literary criticism in order to
create a framework for reading black academic novels. This chapter also includes a historical
survey of black academic fiction leading up to the three novels in the following chapters, which
were written after the 1980s, and which are framed by discussions of culture wars and capitalism.
Chapter Two, “Culture Warriors” is an examination of Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring (1993)
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in the context of the “culture wars” and the development of multiculturalism in higher education.
Chapter Three, “When Keeping it Real Goes Wrong,” examines Percival Everett’s Erasure
(2001) and the politics of authenticity in black literary and cultural production. Chapter Four,
“Homo Academicus” is an interpretation of Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man (1994:2002) as
an academic novel, showing how the novel articulates a queer black intellectual practice as a
challenge to discourses of respectability, particularly during the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The
Conclusion speculates on the future, and possible obsolescence, of the novel (including the black
academic novel) as a literary form, and the role of black intellectuals in the digital humanities.
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INTRODUCTION

Ph.D.
by Langston Hughes
He never was a silly little boy
Who whispered in the class or threw spit balls,
Or pulled the hair of silly little girls,
Or disobeyed in any way the laws
That made the school a place of decent order
Where books were read and sums were proven true
And paper maps that showed the land and water
Were held up as the real wide world to you.
Always, he kept his eyes upon his books:
And now he has grown to be a man
He is surprised that everywhere he looks
Life rolls in waves he cannot understand,
And all the human world is vast and strange–
And quite beyond his Ph.D.’s small range. 1

This Strangely Neglected Topic
Kingsley Amis’s academic satire Lucky Jim (1954) remains one of the most widely-read
and influential academic novels. Elaine Showalter, author of Faculty Towers: The Academic
Novel and its Discontents (2005) writes that “Just as [C.P. Snow’s] The Masters appeals to and
addresses that side of the academic psyche that idealizes the ivory tower, Lucky Jim speaks to the
academic spirit of rebellion and impatience, the feeling that life must be lived more intensely
outside the walls” (23). Jim Dixon, the protagonist of Amis’s novel, is a lecturer in history at a
small British college, and the novel follows Dixon’s progressive disenchantment with academic
life. In one of my favorite passages from the novel, a feeling of dread overcomes Dixon as he is
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preparing a presentation and reflects on the title of his paper “The Economic Influence of the
Developments in Shipbuilding Techniques, 1450 to 1485”:
It was a perfect title, in that it crystallized the article's niggling mindlessness, its funereal
parade of yawn-enforcing facts, the pseudo-light it threw upon non-problems. Dixon had
read, or begun to read, dozens like it, but his own seemed worse than most in its air of
being convinced of its own usefulness and significance. 'In considering this strangely
neglected topic,' it began. This what neglected topic? This strangely what topic? This
strangely neglected what? His thinking all this without having defiled and set fire to the
typescript only made him appear to himself as more of a hypocrite and fool. (14)
Many of us in the academic profession have felt a little like Jim Dixon from time to time,
particularly on those long days and nights spent writing dissertations and conference papers and
journal articles that feel like little more than pseudo-light on non-problems. There are times
when we are hounded by feelings of futility and we question the relevance and the value of the
work that we are doing. For Jim Dixon the existential questions about academia become too
much for him, and by the end of the novel he decides to leave academia altogether.
I freely admit that my initial idea for this project was fueled in part by my own
ambivalences about the academy. Academic novels often satirize the worst aspects of academia,
and they can feel downright cathartic when they describe aspects of the academic life that are
most aggravating to us. We can find in these novels some confirmation that we are not alone in
our occasional frustrations with the academic life, with institutional bureaucracies, and with
certain obnoxious colleagues who make academic life unbearable. And yet, beneath all of this
parody and satire is often a reformer’s spirit. After all, many of the authors who wrote these
novels were themselves academics, and continued to be so even after publishing their novels.
If anything, finding this topic of academic fiction has been a way for me to harness my
own ambivalences about academia and channel them into a productive study of the university
2

and its significance in American culture. I can even say that this topic has reinvigorated my
interest in academia. While I can’t say with any certainty that it will ultimately keep me from
flying the coop like Jim Dixon, studying this topic has helped me think critically about the
politics of higher education, has deepened my appreciation for the struggles of AfricanAmericans in higher education in particular, and has helped me to connect with other scholars
who are working to shape the academy of the 21st century.
When I started out with this topic the first critical study of academic fiction that I found
was Elaine Showalter’s Faculty Towers: The Academic Novel and its Discontents (2005). As I
dug deeper I discovered that there are quite a few scholarly studies which identify the academic
novel as an important genre of literature. For much of its history, the academic novel has been
criticized as a trivial genre, a largely intramural body of literature only of interest to a limited,
snobby world of academic elites and written by bitter professors who wanted to hash out some
petty disputes in thinly veiled caricatures of their institutions and colleagues. Indeed, many
critics in the genre acknowledge that the field of academic fiction is cluttered with such books.
Nevertheless, there is now a significant body of critical literature on academic novels, and these
critics have also given us many reasons for why this genre deserves serious consideration in the
canons of English literature. Early studies such as Mortimer Proctor's The English University
Novel (1957) and John Lyon's The College Novel in America (1962) essentially established the
parameters and scope of the genre. John Kramer's thorough bibliography The American College
Novel: An Annotated Bibliography, first published in 1981 and updated in 2004, is a
commendable effort in trying to identify, summarize and catalogue every academic novel
published in the United States. The 2004 updated version lists 648 novels ranging from major
novels written by critically acclaimed novelists and published by mainstream corporate
3

publishing houses, to independently published first novels by minor authors. Ian Carter’s
Ancient Cultures of Conceit (1990), Janice Rossen's The University in Modern Fiction (1993)
and Kenneth Womack's Postwar Academic Fiction (2002) have added more theoretical
approaches to the academic novel. The interest in academic novels remains strong with several
new articles appearing in literary journals, with bloggers writing about academic novels and
academic films, and with regular columns on academic fiction appearing in the Chronicle of
Higher Education, Inside Higher Ed, and other academic industry publications.
This brings me to my own “strangely-neglected topic.” For the most part the critical
literature on the genre fails to examine academic fictions produced by black writers. Some
mention a few stray titles here and there, but few go into any detail about black-themed academic
novels and their importance in the genre. There are some exceptions: Kenneth Womack’s
Postwar Academic Fiction: Satire, Ethics, Community (2002) contains an informative chapter on
multiculturalism in Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring. And John Kramer’s annotated
bibliography of academic novels The American College Novel really deserves some special
praise for his diligence in locating and summarizing several overlooked academic novels by
black writers, books which would have been difficult to locate otherwise. I was surprised to
find a diverse range of black novelists in Kramer’s bibliographies including books by Connie
Briscoe, Omar Tyree, Chester Himes, Cyrus Colter and Pamela Thomas-Graham. Stephanie
Brown’s chapter on “J. Saunders Redding and the African American Campus Novel” in her book
The Postwar African American Novel: Protest and Discontent, 1945-1950 (2011) is one of the
few critical studies that I have seen that looks at the black academic novel as such. The chapter is
an excellent interpretation of Redding’s novel, but does not examine or identify many other
works of black academic fiction. In this project I hope to introduce some new critical analysis on
4

black academic novels, which will hopefully add another useful critical approach within the field
of academic fiction criticism, as well as to illuminate the relationship between higher education
and African-American literature.
This dissertation began to take form in 2007 as I was preparing for my oral exams. One
of my reading lists was on the work of novelist and critic Samuel R. Delany, and it was Delany’s
comments on his novel The Mad Man which led me to the topic of academic fiction. In
retrospect I could say that this project was gestating years before during a failed stint as a
graduate student in history at The University of Michigan. It was in Michigan that I began
reading Delany’s work. During the summer of 2001 I procrastinated from my incompletes by
sitting at the big tables of Hatcher Graduate Library, reading Delany’s essays and novels,
including his pornographic novels The Mad Man and Hogg. Though there were many factors
involved in my decision to leave Michigan, Delany’s writing played a significant role in leading
me away from Ann Arbor and towards New York. And eventually it was my Statement of
Purpose outlining my interest in Delany’s work that helped me to gain admission to the Ph.D.
Program in English at The Graduate Center.

The quote that helped to spark the idea for this dissertation came from “The Phil Leggiere
Interview” in Shorter Views: Queer Thoughts and the Politics of the Paraliterary a piece
composed in the “written interview” style that Delany has used extensively. (The questions are
submitted in writing by the interviewer, and Delany responds back in writing crafting written
responses some of which end up reading like long stand-alone essays.) In this particular
interview from 1994, Leggiere asked Delany about his recently published novel The Mad Man.
Writing in response to one of the questions about the genre of the book Delany stated:
5

You’ve mentioned pornography and mysteries as two genres my new book The Mad Man
plays with. But the most important genre – or sub-genre – it takes to itself is the
“academic novel.” And, as academic novels go, it’s a pretty scathing one. It’s a novel
that allegorizes – if you want to read it that way – the situation our contemporary
graduate students (who, in most major research universities, teach 50 percent or more of
our university classes) have to endure in order to survive. Jarrell’s Pictures of an
Institution, Amis’s Lucky Jim, or Philip Roth’s Letting Go are really the books it contests
with. Exploding, or just messing with, the expectations of the academic novel is where it
does its most subversive work – and yes, I still believe that certain genres – especially
paraliterary genres, SF, pornography, comics, mysteries, or newspaper criticism – do
offer certain possibilities for certain kinds of readings more than certain other kinds.
But without the reading, nothing. (312)
Inspired by this quote I started thinking about other novels that I was reading for my list on
Comedy, Humor and Satire in Black American Literature, including Percival Everett’s Erasure.
I loved the book as satire, but began thinking about it specifically as an academic satire, and
wondered if there might be other academic novels by black authors. I included Ishmael Reed’s
Mumbo Jumbo and Reckless Eyeballing on the satire list, and after a suggestion from one of my
committee members, I looked up and read his academic novel Japanese by Spring. Eventually I
began to read other academic novels such as Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim, James Hynes’s The
Lecturer’s Tale, Vladimir Nabokov’s Pnin and Willa Cather’s The Professor’s House. I also
began searching for more works of black academic fiction, and more critical essays on academic
fiction.
This project then, is the culmination of what I have learned thus far about Black
Academic Fiction. In my formal proposal on this topic, I stated that my focus would be on
African-American writers who have produced academic fiction. However, digging deeper into
the subject forced me to quibble with that simple definition. For instance, could I write a study
of black academic fiction and say nothing about a novel such as Philip Roth’s The Human Stain?
Roth is a Jewish-American novelist from New Jersey, and The Human Stain (2000) tells the
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story of Coleman Silk, a man born into a black family who decides to pass for white (and
Jewish), and eventually becomes a classics professor. Kramer’s bibliography also led me to a
book called Without Magnolias (1949), a curious novel set in a historically black college and
written by the white liberal author Bucklin Moon. I also had to think about my approach to the
work of Zadie Smith, who was raised in an interracial family in England. Her academic novel On
Beauty is based on E.M. Forster’s Howards End and deals with black and white academics in
both Britain and in the United States. The novel is “Atlantic” in the way that critics such as Paul
Gilroy, Hazel Carby, and Stuart Hall have theorized, and it addresses Caribbean, English and
American identity in academia.
There was also the matter of genre to consider. When I began this project I thought that
the best approach would be to frame this in terms of academic fiction. I wanted to be sure to
include other creative genres, including films such as School Daze, Higher Learning or The
Great Debaters. Eventually I decided to narrow my focus to the form of the novel. However,
since this project does cover a unique topic I have included a separate bibliography of black
academic fiction, covering novels, short stories, films, plays and other related works.
As I write this now amid “the digital onslaught” and a rapidly changing media ecology,
the novel is a form that many feel is under significant threat from the fractured narrativity of
television, film and the Internet. Yet, it is for these very reasons that I think the novel offers
exciting and renewed possibilities as an object of critical study. In particular I have been
inspired by Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s study The Anxiety of Obsolescence: The American Novel in
the Age of Television (2006). As I will explain further in this study, her ideas about literary
obsolescence are informed by theories of race and gender in literary production, and I think the
concept of obsolescence is one that relates to black literary criticism. Furthermore her concept of
7

“obsolescence” and the ways that threats of obsolescence are written about and discursively
deployed are also relevant to current conversations about the entire enterprise of higher
education and its future.
In the main chapters of this study I focus on three writers and their novels: Ishmael Reed
and his novel Japanese by Spring (1993), Percival Everett and his novel Erasure (2001), and
Samuel R. Delany and his novel The Mad Man (1994, revised in 2000). All three of these
writers have a significant body of writing to work with and have garnered a rather impressive
body of critical analysis focused on their work. All of them have published academic novels that
I believe are rich enough to reward repeated close readings. The academic novels that I have
chosen here were all published in the 1990s and early 2000s, and I have found it helpful to
narrow my focus to this period, in particular because of the interesting economic and cultural
politics circulating in higher education during these two decades. These novels depict black
intellectuals at work during a time in which higher education was undergoing rapid changes due
to corporatization, and in which the academy had become the subject of loud, contentious
debates over funding and identity politics.
While all three of these novelists have published in other creative genres, the thing that is
captivating about all three of them is their tenacious devotion to the form of the novel.
Altogether they have written and published (by my count) 56 novels (Ishmael Reed – 11,
Percival Everett – 21, Samuel Delany – 24), and between them there are many more books of
essays, criticism, poetry and memoir. I see each of these novels as three “case studies” in the
Black Academic Novel, and I will situate these works in the context of the academic novel, and
black literary history. I acknowledge that there are limits to how “representative” these novels
are, individually or collectively. However, all three address important topics in higher education
8

and black intellectualism, and examining them in detail provides an opportunity to address
various aspects of the intellectual, academic and creative practices of black American
intellectuals.
I am very much aware that choosing these three particular novelists means that I have
chosen not to build a chapter around a woman novelist, and that is a choice which does warrant
some explanation. In the prospectus for this project I drafted a chapter on Paule Marshall’s The
Chosen Place, the Timeless People (1969). It has most often been approached by critics as a
Carribbean, postcolonial or feminist novel, but I maintain that it is just as much of an academic
novel, particularly in the way that it directly addresses the academic disciplines of anthropology
and history. I still believe that it is a brilliant, important novel and it remains one of my personal
favorite novels of any kind, but the setting (the British Caribbean) and timeframe of the novel
(the 1960s) didn’t quite fit with the other novels that I have chosen. Likewise, I also sketched
out a chapter on Zadie Smith’s On Beauty (2005), but as a younger writer (born in 1975) she
does not have quite the corpus that these older and more experienced writers have. Both of these
works deserve critical attention as academic novels, and I have plans to continue writing about
both of them in the future.
In my introduction I spend some time discussing the works of women writers who have
published academic fiction. The roster of black academic fiction includes works by women
fiction writers including Paule Marshall, Zadie Smith, Pamela Thomas-Graham, Adrienne
Kennedy and Alice Walker. I also consider the insights of Stephanie Y. Evans, who in her 2007
book Black Women in the Ivory Tower 1850-1954, discusses “the academic memoir” as an
important genre in the history of black women’s education, a form used by black women as a
creative space to share compelling stories about their experiences in academia. In the chapter
9

“Reminisces of School Life: Six College Memoirs,” she evaluates books written by Fanny
Jackson Coppin, Mary Church Terrell, Zora Neale Hurston, Lena Beatrice Morton, Rose Butler
Brown, and Pauli Murray. Likewise, Cynthia Franklin’s book, Academic Lives: Memoir,
Cultural Theory, and the University Today (2009), theorizes the academic memoir, particularly
showing how the feminist adage of “the personal is political”, and the growth of identity studies
in the academy, inspired some women intellectuals to testify about their experiences in the
academy through personal narratives that illustrate the challenges they have faced and the ways
in which they have learned to thrive in an academic environment that is all too often hostile for
women.
While the main chapters do not have a novel by a female writer, I have attempted to
incorporate feminist scholarship into these chapters, and applied feminist and gender analysis to
these novels, as well as included commentary from women critics. I think it will be clear that all
three of the novels I have chosen in the main part of this study can and should be interpreted
through the critical fields of gender and sexuality, and that a serious reading of any of these
novels must bring feminist scholarship into the conversation. For instance, it is nearly
impossible to discuss Ishmael Reed’s writing at this point without addressing his long-running
vitriolic feuds with feminist intellectuals, including in his novel Reckless Eyeballing and in
Japanese by Spring. Percival Everett’s Erasure is about the politics of racial authenticity, and I
argue that the main character Thelonious “Monk” Ellison, approaches the question of racial
authenticity from a specifically gendered perspective that privileges manhood and associates
lowbrow literary culture primarily with women. Samuel R. Delany is by far the most feminist
and most queer of the writers in the group, having written extensively about feminism and
gender in his criticism and fiction, and I think The Mad Man sits comfortably within the
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substantial body of work on Delany’s feminist and queer thought, even though, once again, the
novel is mostly populated with male characters in male spaces, something that warrants some
skepticism even despite Delany’s feminist bonafides.
Ultimately this dissertation can be boiled down to two concurrent objectives: 1) The first
objective is to examine the academic novel as a particular genre of literature, and to highlight
some specific novels on black American identity within this genre. I have chosen three novelists
to focus on, Percival Everett, Ishmael Reed and Samuel R. Delany, and identified one novel from
each of these writers in order to produce three “case studies” of the black academic novel. 2)
The second objective is to illustrate the pedagogical value of academic fiction. It is my
contention that academic fiction can be a productive and challenging way to approach the history
and politics of higher education. Through the ancient practice of storytelling, academic novels
help us to understand the meaning of higher education by communicating what it feels like to be
a part of these institutions, and they link the travails of the individual student or professor to a
bigger story about the history and origin and purpose of these institutions.
In particular I think a close study of academic fiction illuminates the relationship of
higher education to ideals of democracy. Even as many of these works specifically ridicule
higher education or depict the university as fundamentally anti-democratic in nature, they
still participate in a long critical tradition that seeks to understand the socio-political role of
education, literacy, and knowledge production. African-American thought is the particular
focus of this study and I think that the history of black higher education has much to teach
us about the broader role of education in U.S. history. In the Education of Blacks in the
South James Anderson begins with a shamefully unacknowledged fact in American history.
“Former slaves were the first among native southerners to depart from planters’ ideology of
11

education and society to campaign for universal, state-supported public education” (4). In
effect, a serious evaluation of the history of African-American education shows that
African-Americans at all levels of education have been instrumental in facilitating the
growth of mass education in the United States. To the extent that broad educational
opportunities are available in America then it is largely due to the efforts of black
educational activists who argued for the importance of education, and specifically saw
universal public education as a civil right, and had a hand in its development. And though
the circumstances are very different, it is now black and brown students who are driving a
growth industry in the for-profit sector of higher education. Any attempt to work through
the implications of this new phenomenon in higher education, and many of the implications
are indeed troubling, must include a class, race and gender analysis of the students who
have been most targeted by this industry, and who have populated its enrollments.
In a 2012 article in the Chronicle of Higher Education, educational theorist Jeffrey J.
Williams called attention to the emergence of a new field of “Critical University Studies,” one
that borrows ideas from other fields such as critical race studies and critical legal studies and
incorporates old and new scholarship on the history, politics and theory of higher education into
an emerging field which “deconstructs academe.” 2 Williams’s own work on the university and
academic fiction is part of this field, and his essay “Teach the University” from the journal
Pedagogy is among the best writing that articulates the pedagogical value of academic fiction,
(and I quote from this article extensively in the next chapter). As Williams writes in “Teach the
University”:

2
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Because the university is the ground beneath our feet, we tend to take it for granted. Like
most liminal institutions, it seems transparent or contentless, as students bide their time to
get to the other side. Or it seems like a rarefied space, an ivory tower, that is irrelevant to
the rest of the world. But because it is such a central institution of contemporary life, as
well as a fundamental humanistic object of study, we should teach it. (27-28)
The fact that the university is no longer just a rarefied space where only a few privileged people
attend, is one of the reasons why I think academic fiction can and will have an even broader
reach than it already does. American higher education has been expanding since The
Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, otherwise known as the G.I. Bill, provided financial aid
for soldiers returning from World War II to attend college, and it continues to expand in recent
years. It is worth pausing to mention here that Ira Katznelson’s book When Affirmative Action
Was White (2005) argues that the G.I. Bill was essentially a social welfare program for middleclass white soldiers that specifically excluded black veterans. 3
Consider the following statistics from the U.S. Department of Education:
•

Enrollment in degree-granting institutions increased by 11 percent between 1990 and
2000. Between 2000 and 2010, enrollment increased 37 percent, from 15.3 million to
21.0 million. Much of the growth between 2000 and 2010 was in full-time enrollment;
the number of full-time students rose 45 percent, while the number of part-time students
rose 26 percent. During the same time period, the number of females rose 39 percent,
while the number of males rose 35 percent. Enrollment increases can be affected both by
population growth and by rising rates of enrollment.

•

Since 1988, the number of females in postbaccalaureate programs has exceeded the
number of males. Between 2000 and 2010, the number of male full-time
postbaccalaureate students increased by 38 percent, compared with a 62 percent increase
in the number of females. Among part-time postbaccalaureate students, the number of
males increased by 17 percent and the number of females increased by 26 percent.

•

The percentage of American college students who are Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander,
and Black has been increasing. From 1976 to 2010, the percentage of Hispanic students
rose from 3 percent to 13 percent, the percentage of Asian/Pacific Islander students rose

3
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from 2 percent to 6 percent, and the percentage of Black students rose from 9 percent to
14 percent. 4

Those statistics depict a broad trend of democratization in access to higher education, and with
that population growth comes the demand for more institutions of higher education, more
professors to teach these students, and more workers to build, maintain and manage these
institutions. On the surface these all seem like positive developments. However, there has also
been a dark underside to this growth of institutions of higher education. Juxtapose those
statistics with ones recently cited in the book In the Basement of the Ivory Tower:
Percentage of four year college graduates leaving with debt: 66%.
Average debt: Over $20,000.
Percentage of college students taught by adjuncts or graduate students: 73% (xxiii)
Professor X, the pseudonymous author of In the Basement of the Ivory Tower wrote an article for
The Atlantic detailing what life was like as an adjunct in public universities and community
colleges, and the viral success of that article led to its expansion into a book. As he writes (and
the author does identify himself as male):
We may look mild-mannered, we adjunct instructors, in our eye-glasses and our corduroy
jackets, our bald heads and trimmed beards, our peasant skirts and Birkenstocks, but we
are nothing less than academic hit men. We are paid by the college to perform the dirty
work that no one else wants to do, the wrenching, draining, sorrowful business of
teaching and failing the unprepared. We are not characters out of great academic novels
like Pnin or Lucky Jim. We have more in common with Anton Chigurh from No Country
for Old Men. I am John Travolta in Pulp Fiction but in a corduroy jacket and bow tie. I
feel evil and soiled. I wander the halls of academia like a modern Coriolanus bearing
sword and grade book, “a thing of blood, whose every motion/was tired with dying cries.”
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2012). Digest of
Education Statistics, 2011 (NCES 2012-001). http://nces.ed.gov
4

14

But what can I do? (xix).
So while we celebrate the growth of educational opportunities for more people, it would be a
mistake to take this growth of higher education as an innocently positive development. What we
are seeing is the growth of higher education as a profitable industry. Traditional universities are
increasingly run like corporations with emphasis on data-driven managerialization, eliminating
unproductive departments in the humanities and focusing more on STEM programs, and utilizing
a “flexible” labor force of adjunct professors. New corporations like The Apollo Group have
started for-profit colleges such as the popular University of Phoenix, schools that are publicly
traded companies designed as profit-generating business. And with the rising cost of higher
education, commercial banks have become more involved in a growth industry for student loans,
encouraging students to go deep in debt in order to finance their educations.
To be educated, to learn about the world and develop one’s knowledge is often depicted as a
potentially liberating or spiritually fulfilling practice, but the bureaucratic systems through which
education is imparted adds significant complexity to this simple ideal of enlightenment.
Somewhere years ago I picked up and latched onto on that famous Mark Twain quote that “I
never allow schooling to get in the way of my education,” and it has stuck with me as a mantra. I
have long held a deep appreciation for autodidactic intellectuals who work outside or on the
margins of institutions of higher education, and I think that there is much that we as professional
academics can learn from autodidacts, including being aware of the ways that the bureaucracy of
educational institutions can impede the genuine pursuit of knowledge. Yet, institutions are
important for the preservation and dissemination of knowledge, and watching institutions
function from the inside is not often a pleasant experience, much like seeing the proverbial
sausage get made in the factory. As the religion scholar Huston Smith once said in reference to
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the phenomenon of organized religion, "Institutions are not pretty. Show me a pretty government.
Healing is wonderful, but the American Medical Association? Learning is wonderful, but
universities? The same is true for religion.” 5
In academic novels one can find an ongoing dialogue about this tension between the
bureaucratic credentialing that comes with diplomas and degrees, and the earnest pursuit of
knowledge and wisdom that may or may not take place within the walls of an educational
institution. Universities have at times seemed counterproductive to creative work, or even
intellectually repressive. However universities have also been sites of knowledge production that
have helped to foster a better understanding of human origins and history, have helped to
develop and implement important ideas in law and policy, and have been incubators for
technological innovations that have transformed the way we live.
These academic novels try to impart the love and value of reading, literacy and education
– values that we are now being prompted to re-evaluate and re-interpret for the digital age. And
with the economic challenges of austerity and shrinking public education in the years following
the economic collapse of September 2008, many of us in higher education, especially in the
humanities, are being been forced to defend and justify the value of the work that we do. Among
the critical books on higher education that have been published over the past two decades, I have
noticed a rash of them that have cast the threatening convergence of corporatization, budget
cutting, and digitization in apocalyptic terms. Search through the literature on higher education
and you will find books with titles such as Crisis on Campus, The End of the University, The
University in Ruins, and The Last Professors.

5

Snell, Marilyn Berlin. “The World of Religion According to Huston Smith.” Mother Jones. November/December
1997. Web. 25 February 2014.
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One of these apocalyptic writers was Neil Postman, a noted theorist of education and
media. I was struck by the following passage from his book The End of Education: Redefining
the Value of School (1995) and wrote it down because I felt that it deeply resonated with my own
sensibilities about education:
To the young, schooling seems relentless, but we know it is not. What is relentless is our
education, which, for good or ill, gives us no rest. That is why poverty is a great educator.
Having no boundaries and refusing to be ignored, it mostly teaches hopelessness. But not
always. Politics is also a great educator. Mostly it teaches, I am afraid, cynicism. But
not always. Television is a great educator as well. Mostly it teaches consumerism. But
not always.
It is the “not always” that keeps the romantic spirit alive in those who write about
schooling. The faith is that despite some of the more debilitating teachings of culture
itself, something can be done in school that will alter the lenses through which one sees
the world; which is to say, that non-trivial schooling can provide a point of view from
which what is can be seen clearly, what was as a living present, what will be as filled with
possibility.
What this means is that at its best, schooling can be about how to make a life, which is
quite different from how to make a living. Such an enterprise is not easy to pursue since
our politicians rarely speak of it, our technology is indifferent to it, and our commerce
despises it. Nonetheless, it is the weightiest and most important thing to write about. (x)
Indeed nearly every academic novel I’ve read, at some point, addresses that very “romantic spirit”
that Postman alludes to here, and this quote, for me, encapsulates so many of my own feelings
about what makes formal education worthwhile.
However, I cite this passage knowing that in this same book Postman had some very
nasty things to say about multiculturalism in education. Like many in the 1980s and 1990s he
took up a reactionary position against Afrocentricity and multiculturalism, a position which all
too often dismissed the concerns of educators who were trying to find a place for minority
students who might be disempowered and disenchanted by educational curricula where women
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and people of color were treated as frivolous deviations from white male norms. This topic of
“The Culture Wars” is one that I explore in detail in my chapter on Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by
Spring. Alas, what I am doing here by citing Postman is practicing what African-Americans
have always had to do when it comes to our own educations: Keep the valuable parts, confront
and reject the racist parts, and try to craft an education that helps us to understand, and thrive in,
a nation that has often viewed educated black persons with suspicion and hostility.
There is much to be concerned about at this moment in time when it comes to education.
But instead of giving in to the demons of pessimism we can choose to see these new
developments as a challenge and an opportunity to redefine the meaning of education for the 21st
century, an effort to which I hope my own “strangely neglected topic” will make some modest
contribution.

Autobiography of an Over-Educated Negro
If all goes according to plan I will complete this dissertation and graduate in the spring
semester of 2014, over ten years after I began matriculating as a student in the Ph.D. Program in
English at the CUNY Graduate Center in the fall of 2003. Yes, I was one of those graduate
students. It is sobering to think that a full decade has passed since I began this program. At the
start of my first semester, George W. Bush was in his first term as President of the United States,
the Iraq War had been going on for sixth months, YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook had not yet
been invented, no one in New York was riding the subway or walking down the sidewalk or
sitting in a bar while staring into a glowing smartphone, tablet or e-reader, and few people had
heard of a University of Chicago constitutional law professor and Illinois State Senator named
Barack Obama.
18

There were some delays, diversions and periods of discouragement over the course of
that ten years. When I began my program I also started a part-time job working for the Center
for Lesbian and Gay Studies, a job which I left in 2006 while overwhelmed with coursework and
teaching. I have also worked as a walking tour guide with Big Onion Walking Tours for the past
five years, and taught writing courses at John Jay College, LaGuardia Community College, New
York University, and most recently, New York City College of Technology. Despite starting
the program with a fellowship I managed to drag on after the fellowship ran out. Year
compounded onto year and before I knew it I had racked up more debt than I probably should
have. Some might say that I am hopeless, a lost cause, one of those sad cases of misguided
humanities students who has spent the prime years of his life in school, all to get a worthless
degree in a rapidly shrinking field.
And to make matters even worse, I am a black man. So my individual failures are
compounded by the fact that these poor decisions have made me a failure in the cause of
advancing and uplifting the race. Indeed, you might say that I am one of those “educated fools
from uneducated schools,” that Curtis Mayfield sang about in “(Don’t Worry) If There’s a Hell
Below We’re All Gonna Go.”
Like many people who have pursued the Ph.D. I have often found myself subject to
ridicule by friends, family and total strangers about the length of my education. The two
questions I hear the most: “Are you still in school?” and “When are you going to finish?” I
completely stopped updating the graduation date on my Facebook page because it was just too
embarrassing.
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I was born in 1978 into a family of educators. My parents met at the historically black
Mississippi Valley State College in the 1960s, both the first in their families to go to college. My
mother taught elementary school in Meridian, Mississippi for 25 years and is now retired. My
father, has mostly worked as a mechanic by trade, but also taught in vocational high schools, and
has also served in another teaching role, as pastor of a small church in Livingston, Alabama. I
am the youngest of three children, and both of my older sisters are classically trained pianists
who now teach music. My own formal education began in the Lauderdale County Public School
System in Mississippi. I graduated from Northeast Lauderdale High School in 1996 and enrolled
at Morehouse College in Atlanta, GA (and spent my first two years on a football scholarship). I
graduated in the spring of 2000, Magna Cum Laude and Phi Beta Kappa, with a B.A. in history
(concentrating on 19th century U.S. and African-American history). After graduating, I entered
the Ph.D. program in history at the University of Michigan in the fall of 2000 where I spent a
year and half before I decided to drop out, and then found a job at a mortgage company in Ann
Arbor.
I eventually figured out I had no reason to stay in Ann Arbor, and I moved to New York
in the summer of 2002. (My sister had already been living in NYC for some time and had
attended Columbia Teacher’s College, and I had spent a summer in the city as an undergraduate
research fellow at Columbia University in 1999). After working odd jobs as a bouncer, a barista,
and an office temp, I decided to give graduate school another shot. I had a better idea of what I
wanted out of academia, and I was impressed with the The Graduate Center’s English
Department and its scholars working in African-American literature and queer studies, two fields
that I was interested in. So I applied and was accepted to the Ph.D. Program in English at the
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Graduate Center in 2003, where I began taking classes in the fall of that year. In the spring of
2014 I am now a stone’s throw from a Ph.D. in English.
With all of that schooling, I am what some might refer to as a classic case of the OverEducated Negro.
Instead of trying to mitigate or apologize for my over-education, or getting defensive
about it, I have decided to embrace it and own it. I’d like to see the term Over-Educated
reclaimed in the proud tradition of claiming and refashioning the insult, the same way that words
like “black” and “queer” were once slurs, but have been appropriated and repurposed into terms
of empowerment. In fact, over-education might even be a useful rubric for evaluating the history
of black education and black literature.

The Over-Education of the Negro
So when I came up with the title "The Over-Education of the Negro," I did what I’m sure
must be standard practice now for anyone choosing a title for a major project: I googled it first to
see what came up. Searching that specific phrase “the over-education of the Negro” delivered
two distinct hits. One was a quote by a former governor of Mississippi, the other from a 1921
anthology called The Negro Problem. (I should emphasize that this was only a simple Google
search and not an exhaustive archival search for any usage of the term.)
The first quote is attributed to Governor James Vardaman of Mississippi and appears in a
January 2, 1904 issue of The Literary Digest.
The overeducation of the negro is an evil certainly, but there is small danger that he
will be over-educated in the average rural public school of the South. Education makes a
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criminal of the negro only when he is educated beyond that point which fits him for the
state of life in which it hath pleased God to call him. (168)
The passage is reprinted from an article in the New Orleans Times-Democrat in which the
governor is quoted. Both the Times-Democrat article and this one in the Literary Digest were
reporting on the Governor’s comments about the prevalence of crime among the educated black
population in Massachusetts. Governor Vardaman seemed to be using those statistics as
justification for the South’s own feeble educational policy toward its black population, and
arguing that further education could lead to disobedience and criminal behavior among blacks in
the South.
The second quote comes from The Negro Problem, an anthology of articles on black
social issues compiled by Julia E. Jehnsen and published by The H.W. Wilson Company in 1921.
The particular article in which the term is used was “The Higher Education of the Negro” by
Wilbur B. Thirkield, who served as President of Howard University from 1906-1912:
The capacity of the Negro for the higher education has been settled. We have learned,
however, to distinguish between the intellectual capacity with which God has endowed
all races, and the intellectual and moral equipment of a race which is the outcome of
civilization and environment. The last danger is the over-education of the Negro. We
have only touched the fringes of the race. His real education is a task of generations.
(193)

Again, these two quotes were merely plucked from the Google search engine, but in them we see
two different ideas about the over-education of blacks in America; one, from a white supremacist
governor of a Southern state warning that too much education will lead to criminality and
insubordination among blacks, and the other, a statement from the white president of a black
college who dismissed the idea that over-education was any real danger. Both of these are
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examples of a persistent anxiety about black higher education, that the educated black person
might somehow be dangerous for white Americans, and that higher education might also be
ruinous, disadvantageous, or even dangerous for blacks themselves.

Education and literacy have played a significant role in the history of African-American
literature. The first black writers, such as Jupiter Hammon and Phillis Wheatley, and the authors
of 19th century slave narratives such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, were all held up
as representations of the intellectual possibilities of black persons, as signs of black humanity
being read with and against an overwhelming discourse of white supremacy and black
intellectual inferiority. In the years following the end of slavery, African-Americans in the South
set about building schools to educate this population of former slaves, many of whom were
deliberately kept illiterate under slavery through social customs and through laws that made it
illegal for slaves to learn to read. Given this history, black education has always been an
important, and complicated, mode of resistance against white supremacy, and there remains a
strong strain of the “education as liberation” idea running throughout black literature.
However, the flipside of this proud history of black education is that there has also been a
profound anxiety of over-education. The idea of over-education appears in a variety of ways,
from within the black community and against the black community, and it existed for a variety of
reasons including concerns about cultivating insubordination, compromising employability,
compromising racial authenticity, losing connection to one’s community, or losing faith in one’s
one’s religion.
The first phase in this “over-education” of the Negro began with the acquisition of basic
literacy. Perhaps few black writers articulated the importance of education as a tool of liberation
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as poignantly as the former slave Frederick Douglass. His autobiography Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, has been a foundational work of African-American literature since it was
published in 1845. In Chapter Six of the Narrative, Douglass explains how his slavemaster’s
wife taught him how to read in secret. Her husband discovered what she was doing and scolded
her, and Douglass’s rendition of what his slavemaster told his wife about teaching the young boy
how to read remains one of the most powerful statements in American letters about the
relationship between knowledge and power.
If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to
obey his master – to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the
world…if you teach that nigger how to read there would be no keeping him. It would
forever unfit him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value
to his master. As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great deal of harm. It would
make him discontent and unhappy. (49)
It is from Douglass’s narrative, and from many other stories like it about literacy and slavery that
we see one of the fundamental precepts of American white supremacy: Any education of
Negroes is already too much. Thus, the educated Negro is always already in a state of overeducation.
However, blacks under chattel slavery and in the post-emancipation era of Jim Crow and
sharecropping did receive an education of sorts, but it was a particular kind of education that
taught them the skills of laborers and servants, and taught them to accept that this would always
be their place in society. As James Anderson reminds us in The Education of Blacks in the South
“both schooling for democratic citizenship and schooling for second-class citizenship have been
basic traditions in American education” (3).
In the post-emancipation period, as black schools and colleges began to sprout up through
the collective effort of Southern blacks and white philanthropists, an anxiety develops about the
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Negro’s educational advancement, and in particular on the issue of a classical education in the
humanities, an education which was seen by some as wasteful, dangerous and ruinous to the
black work ethic as laborers, and as part of the ominous beginnings of a demand for equality.
Famously, W.E.B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington debated over the proper
educational curriculum for black advancement. In his 1901 autobiography Up From Slavery,
Booker T. Washington described his travels to black schools throughout the south and in one
striking passage illustrates the tragic outcome of what could happen to blacks who were trained
in classical education, but without practical skills of physical labor.
It was also interesting to note how many big books some of them had studied, and how
many high-sounding subjects some of them claimed to have mastered. The bigger the
book and the longer the name of the subject, the prouder they felt of their
accomplishment. Some had studied Latin, and one or two Greek. This they thought
entitled them to special distinction.
In fact, one of the saddest things I saw during the month of travel which I have described
was a young man, who had attended some high school, sitting down in a one-room cabin,
with grease on his clothing, filth all around him, and weeds in the yard and garden,
engaged in a studying of French grammar. (58)
In this scene we see Booker T. Washington deploying the pejorative image of the “scholar-asbuffoon.” In this passage, and throughout Up From Slavery, Washington attempts to reassure
sympathetic whites that the blacks who are interested in this sort of classical education are not
representative of the race, and that he intends to steer black students away from such foolish and
wasteful pursuits and help them develop practical skills in farming and skilled labor. The
depiction was also meant to reassure Southern whites that these black students were not
interested in pursuing a political program of equality brought on by studying such lofty subjects
which could plant the dangerous idea that blacks were themselves heirs to a Western intellectual
tradition.
25

Also in the late 19th and early 20th century black women educators such as Anna Julia
Cooper advocated for the education of black women, a population for whom higher education
was certainly not intended, except in some cases for training as schoolteachers in black
elementary and high schools. Anna Julia Cooper’s A Voice from the South (1892) called for
black women to play a more active role in racial progress, and her work also anticipated the
classical/vocational education debates for which Du Bois and Washington are known.
Now I claim that it is the prevalence of the Higher Education among women, the
making it a common and everyday affair for women to reason and think and express
their thought, the training and stimulus which enable and encourage women to
administer to the world the bread it needs as well as the sugar it cries for; in short it
is the transmitting the potential forces of her soul into dynamic factors that has given
symmetry and completeness to the world’s agencies. (57)
At the age of 67 Anna Julia Cooper received her Ph.D. from the University of Paris, Sorbonne in
1924 and became the fourth African-American woman to earn a doctorate. She was the principle
of the M Street Academy (later the Paul Laurence Dunbar High School), and also served for a
decade as the president of the Frelinghuysen University, a night school for adults. In a 2009
African-American Review article, “"In Service for the Common Good: Anna Julia Cooper and
Adult Education,” Karen Johnson, a professor of education, examines Cooper’s ideas and
activism in the field of adult education. For it was in her work on adult education that Cooper
also resisted the idea of pure vocational training, and emphasized the importance of liberal arts
education for working people, a population who many did not see worthy of such an education:
For Cooper, adult education should alleviate illiteracy, provide a liberal arts education for
the working poor, and provide a vocational education combined with liberal arts course
of study for the unskilled laborer. Most importantly, for Cooper, adult education should
enable and inspire the African American adult learner to link up with others in social and
civic programs as a way of promoting social change. (51)
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Perhaps one of the most telling examples of this discourse of over-education and the
challenges it presented for black intellectuals comes from one of the most important early
black educational projects, The American Negro Academy. The collection of papers from
the American Negro Academy is an important historical document in the history of black
intellectuals, including essays by scholars such as Alexander Crummell, William Pickens,
Arturo Schomburg, and W.E.B. Du Bois. (The collection includes one of Du Bois’s most
celebrated and widely analyzed essays, “The Conservation of Races.”) The passage I cite
here comes from one of the lesser known members of the Academy, William S.
Scarborough, considered the first African-American scholar in classics. Scarborough, a
graduate of Oberlin College, and President of Wilberforce University in Ohio from 1908 to
1920, contributed an essay to the published collection of occasional papers from the
American Negro Academy titled “The Educated Negro and His Mission,” and in that essay
he wrote:
The educated Negro is an absolute fact. The day is past when his ability to learn is
scoffed at. But on the other hand is born that fear that he may go too far—excel or
equal the Anglo-Saxon,—and that fear is a prime motive in the minds of many who
seek to hedge the onward path of the race. But this path will not be hedged. This
educated class, though few in number, has been keeping for years the torch aloft for
the race. It must be with us for the future. It has a mission in the world and it is
working in a brave endeavor to fulfill that mission. For the good of the whole
country this class must multiply, not decrease in number. 6
Scarborough captures the way in which this anxiety of over-education emanates both from
within black political discourse, as well as being directed toward blacks from anti-black
racists. In this project I show the ways in which this dynamic persisted in various forms
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throughout the history of black higher education, and the way it appears in the images of
black higher education seen in black academic novels.
A much more recent depiction of the discourse of over-education, and one of my
personal favorites, comes from the multi-platinum college themed album College Dropout
(2004) by rapper and producer Kanye West. His mother, Donda West was an English
professor and the chair of the English Department at the historically black college Chicago
State University. She retired to become her son’s business manager when his musical career
took off. Tragically, she died in 2007 after complications following a surgical procedure.
College Dropout contains a series of comic sketches (narrated by comedian DeRay Davis)
about a black man who proudly touts the fact that he has earned multiple degrees, even
though he has made very little money from his education.
You keep it going, man. You keep those books rolling. You pick up all those books
you’re going to read and not remember, and you roll, man. You get that associate’s
degree, okay. Then you get your bachelor’s. Then you get your master’s. Then you get
your master's master’s. Then you get your doctrine (sic). You go man. And then when
everybody says quit, you show them those degrees, man. When everyone says hey,
you’re not working, you’re not making any money, you say look at my degrees and you
look at my life. Yeah I'm fifty-two. So what? Hate all you want, but I'm smart. I'm so
smart, and I'm in school, and these guys are out here making money all these ways, and
I'm spending mine to be smart. You know why? ‘Cause when I die, buddy, you know
what’s going to keep me warm? That’s right, those degrees!
The final skit in the series picks up after the original narrator has died and now the son of the
narrator speaks (also voiced by Davis) explaining that he was also in school during all the time
that his father was in school, and that he is now broke and homeless, his only possessions being
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the degrees that his father left him. “I’m going to learn too. I’m going to get super smart so I too
can die without money, but I’ll be the smartest dead guy. Who has that?!” 7
West was taken to task by some critics who felt that the album was encouraging
students to drop out of college. On the contrary, I actually thought the album was
significant for depicting college life on a mainstream hip-hop album at all, and that its
success was perhaps due to the fact that the experiences of college life satirized on the
album (classes, parties, step shows, low paying part-time jobs, etc.) were familiar to a large
segment of the hip-hop audience. And there is a way in which the skit does address some
rather difficult questions about the efficacy of higher education. Are the noble projects of
uplift through formal education truly contributing to social justice? Will encouraging black
students to get degrees really contribute to collective racial advancement and help to
ameliorate the social problems in black communities? Or is this emphasis on formal
education ensnaring a generation of promising black students in irrelevant, outmoded and
costly forms of education? Again, when we consider the problems with debt and
employment that college graduates are facing now, we can no longer innocently assume that
higher education contributes to a better quality of life, however one might measure its
benefits, whether economically, spiritually or politically. The silver lining of all the recent
crisis talk about higher education is that it has prompted critical conversations about the
meaning and purpose of higher education. Sure, the need to justify and quantify educational
outcomes is tiresome, and is in itself one of the bullying mechanisms of the corporate
boards of directors that make budget decisions in institutions of higher education today.
The very commodification of education on these terms is already problematic, but the
7
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criticism has at least forced us in higher education to sharpen our beliefs about why the
work that we do is important.
Another inspiration for this dissertation title which I haven’t mentioned so far is Carter G.
Woodson’s The Mis-Education of the Negro (1933), a highly influential polemic on the politics
of black education. I admit that what I have described thus far as over-education might more
accurately be described as mis-education. I suspect that this is what many black activists mean
when they direct the slur “over-educated” toward the college-educated black intellectual, not so
much too much education, but too much “white” education. One of the targets of Woodson’s
book was an educated black elite who he felt had abandoned the black community and replaced
the mission of uplift with their own personal advancement. Though Woodson was a staunch
advocate of black higher education, he also cautioned the educated Negro about how education
can lead to an estrangement from blackness and betrayal of the communities to which the black
intellectual belongs. More importantly, Woodson’s book questioned the efficacy of sending
black intellectuals to be educated in institutions saturated in unchecked white supremacist
ideology, and having them reproduce that ideology. In that most oft-repeated paragraph from the
preface of the book Woodson stated:
No systematic effort toward change has been possible, for, taught the same economics,
history, philosophy, literature and religion which have established the present code of
morals, the Negro's mind has been brought under the control of his oppressor. The
problem of holding the Negro down, therefore, is easily solved. When you control a
man's thinking you do not have to worry about his actions. You do not have to tell him
not to stand here or go yonder. He will find his "proper place" and will stay in it. You do
not need to send him to the back door. He will go without being told. In fact, if there is no
back door, he will cut one for his special benefit. His education makes it necessary. (xiii)
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Indeed this problem of the oppressive underpinnings of these institutions remains, and
Woodson’s critiques are still germane. Consider Craig Wilder’s provocative new book Ebony
and Ivy (2013) which retraces the history of slaveholding in America’s early colleges, showing
how the generational institutional wealth that these institutions still hold was built on the backs
of black labor. And while I discuss how the student movements of the 1960s and 1970s
transformed universities, it would also be a mistake to think that new programs in black studies
and other areas have necessarily changed the fundamental ideology of these institutions. In a
recent review of Robyn Weigman’s book Object Lessons, Robert Reid-Pharr interrogates the
white supremacist and capitalist and imperialistic underpinnings of the university, while also
questioning the way that new “studies” programs, that claim to challenge these power structures,
unwittingly serve to reinforce them:
I think that it gives far too much away to suggest that sexuality studies, gay and lesbian
studies, Asian studies, Latin American studies, African American and Africana studies or
postcolonial studies somehow concern themselves with identity, while those fields to
which we most (un)consciously pay allegiance—English, French, German, Spanish,
Italian, and Dutch, to name the most obvious—do not. On the contrary, I suspect that one
of the things announced by attaching the ugly label studies to identity knowledges forty
years after they were first introduced into American universities is to reiterate the notion
that not only are they still “emerging,” but also that they can never be recognized as
having arrived, never be understood to be fully engaged with “the universal” until they
forthrightly substitute European and American provincialisms for their own cultural and
ideological specificities. (150)

Given these debates over black intellectual life and the academic profession, the black
academic novel, featuring professors and graduate students as characters, seems to be well
situated to examine the role of the university in the politics of the black intellectual. I was drawn
to black academic novels precisely because they confront this complex relationship between
education and black identity. In black academic fiction one finds depictions of black scholars
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wrestling with the meaning of higher education, and the expectations that are placed upon them
to be racial representatives and spokespersons, whether or not they ever intended to apply for
these positions. By exploring fictional representations of black intellectual life within the walls
of the university and beyond them, the black academic novel has served as rich terrain for
addressing the politics of the black intellectual. These novelists acknowledge that the academy is
only one site of intellectual production, but reaffirm that it is an important one. I am drawn to
these novels in the way that they critically analyze the academy, and even because they tend to
view the academy with some reticence and suspicion. While their focus is on institutions of
higher education I believe that these novels represent some of the most productive thinking
available about black intellectuals, whether those intellectuals work inside or outside of the
academy. By addressing questions of race, community, authenticity, gender and sexuality, these
works expand the potentials of black intellectual practice and provide valuable lessons on the
ethics of intellectual practice itself.

It is my contention that the ideas about intellectual life that

one finds in these works of black academic fiction are not just applicable to an insular world of
highly degreed professional academics, but that their ethical and moral examinations have
implications for anyone engaging in consistent intellectual/creative practice.

I began this introduction with an epigraph from Langston Hughes, and I was delighted to
find his poem “Ph.D.” in the course of composing this project. The poem articulates a deep
appreciation for education, while also undercutting it with an ironic twist in the end, attaching
the phrase “small range” to “Ph.D.”, this highest degree that one can earn in the American
system of formal education. I see the poem as an exemplary expression of the simultaneous
pride and skepticism that defines the history of black education.
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These authors who I write about in this project have all chosen to write novels that are
pertinent to black intellectual life, and they all approach the subject in different ways, approaches
which I hope to illuminate with this study. What I have compiled here is a representation of some
of the things that I have learned about black academic novels so far. I look forward to reading
many more of these novels in the future, and I fully expect that I will continue to revise and
refine some of the ideas that I have begun to explore in this project.
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Chapter One
Toward a Theory of the Black Academic Novel
In this chapter I survey the critical literature on academic fiction, describing how black
academic fiction contains some of the same overall themes as other works in the genre, while
also pointing out the ways that this subset of academic novels diverges from the genre by
addressing a distinct set of ideas related to the social, historical and political status of black
Americans. I will then show how academic novel criticism and black literary criticism can be
combined to provide a framework for analyzing the black academic novel. Lastly, I will provide
a brief literary historical overview of black academic novels to contextualize the three novels that
I examine in the following chapters, placing them in a history of literary representations of black
higher education.
Academic Novels: A Critical Review
Before I get into the finer distinctions of the academic novel I should take a few
sentences to address the form of the novel itself, as my study focuses on the lengthy fictional
form of the novel and its meaning in the context of African-American writing.
I turn to an academic novelist, Jane Smiley, author of the academic novel Moo (1995), for
some background on the novel. In her book Thirteen Ways of Looking at the Novel (2006)
Smiley explores the history of the novel, digging into its past and carrying out an intellectual
exercise of selecting one hundred of them to read and write about in detail. Upon surveying
some of the critical literature on theories of the novel Smiley comes up with five basic criteria
for defining the novel and condenses them into a single sentence:
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A novel is a (1) lengthy, (2) written, (3) prose, (4) narrative with a (5) protagonist.
Everything that the novel is and does, every effect that the novel has had on, first,
Western culture, and subsequently, world culture, grows out of these five small facts that
apply to every novel. (14)
She continues:
All additional characteristics – characters, plot, themes, setting, style, point of view, tone,
historical accuracy, philosophical profundity, revolutionary or revelatory effect, pleasure,
enlightenment, transcendence, and truth – grow out of the ironclad relationship among
these five elements. A novel is an experience, but the experience takes place within the
boundaries of writing, prose, length, narrative, and protagonist. (15)
And though in that first quote she positions the West as the center of her analysis of the novel,
she later acknowledges some non-Western theories of origin for the novel:
Although the novel was invented several times – most notably in 1004 by Murasaki
Shikibu in what later became Kyoto, Japan, and once again in the thirteenth century in
Iceland, in the form of the Icelandic saga – the modern novel is usually considered to
have originated with Don Quixote. (57)
The reference to Murasaki Shikibu, whose work Smiley includes among her list of 100 novels, is
an important point that comes up in Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring. In that novel Jack
London College in Oakland (a fictional institution), is taken over by a mysterious Japanese
corporation, which installs an all-Japanese administration and overturns the Eurocentric
curriculum for one that places Japan and the Asian diaspora at the center of world history. A
standardized exam required by the new administration includes historical questions about the
origins of literature, philosophy and history all of which have answers that refer to Japanese
history. This was, for me, a personal example of the pedagogical value of academic novels. I
was not aware of this particular theory of the origin of the novel before reading Japanese by
Spring, and Reed’s novel then gave me the background to recognize this particular point in
Smiley’s book.
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So what is an academic novel? There are several names used to describe this form
of writing, including the college novel, the campus novel, or the academic novel. As John
Lyons simply stated in his 1962 critical study, The College Novel in America: “I consider
a novel of academic life one in which higher education is treated with seriousness and the
main characters are students or professors” (xxii). This broad definition is, more or less, the
basic definition that I come back to when all the subdivisions and critical disagreements
become too complicated. Lyons’s formulation helps to solve the problem of defining the
genre strictly by the campus setting. While many of these works are actually set on college
campuses, there are also works which deal with academic life but do not necessarily show
the student and professor on campus for the entire novel.
For some critics, the terms “college novel” and “campus novel” refer to books about
undergraduate campus life, while the “academic novel” is a more recent genre, originating
in the 1950s (though different critics quibble with the periodization) which focuses on the
lives of professors and graduate students. As Jeffrey J. Williams writes in “The Rise of the
Academic Novel, ” a recent article featured in the journal American Literary History in
2012:
Novels set in a college or university have been a persistent occurrence over the past
century in the US. They’re typically conflated under the rubric of “the college novel,”
“the campus novel,” or “the academic novel,” but I think it is useful to distinguish
among novels that center on students and those that center on professors. I would
call the former “campus novels” because they tend to revolve around campus life
and present young adult comedies or dramas, most frequently coming-of-age
narratives. The latter I would designate “academic novels” because they feature
those who work as academics, although the action is rarely confined to a campus,
and they portray adult predicaments in marriage and home as well as the workplace,
most familiarly yielding mid-life crisis plots. (561)
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Critic Elaine Showalter also makes this distinction by using the term “professorromane” to
describe these novels which deal with the lives of professional academics. (I will return to
Williams’s and Showalter’s criticism later in this chapter.)
One of the earliest studies of college life as a subject for fiction is an article from
1898 by English writer and critic George Saintsbury. In an essay titled “Novels of
University Life” published in Macmillan’s Magazine Saintsbury described what makes
student life an attractive subject for the fiction writer:
There can be, or should be, few passages in life with greater capabilities than that
when a man is for the first time almost his own master, for the first time wholly
arbiter of whatsoever sports and whatsoever studies he shall pursue, and when he is
subjected to local, historical and other influences, sensual and suprasensual, such as
might not only ‘draw three souls out of a weaver,’ but infuse something like a soul
even into the stupidest and most graceless of boys. (343)
Here Saintsbury perfectly describes the dominant image of “the college student” at the end of the
19th century. For Saintsbury, the default college student is a young man (presumably white and
presumably wealthy) who, in his late teenage years, is living away from the bourgeois home for
the first time. In the same article Saintsbury also went on to suggest that the university would
cease to be a unique subject for fiction as the college experience became more and more
common. On the contrary it seems the genre has not only sustained itself but has become
invigorated as increasing numbers of people in the U.S. and England and across the globe have
had the experience of being university students. While universities continue to be physical
places where young people move to, and where they live away from home for the first time, the
population of the college has become much more diverse than in Saintsbury’s time. We can no
longer assume that the college student is a white male, nor can we assume that the student is a
young person who has no prior experience in the labor force. And now, with the rise of online
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education, we can no longer assume that the student actually attends classes on a physical
campus. As several of the critics whom I cite in this study have argued, academic fiction has
adapted to reflect these demographic and structural changes in the university. I admit, I have yet
to find a novel that depicts life for the students and faculty of the online university, but I am sure
they are out there and/or on the way. The closest we get is the 2010 novel, Fight For Your Long
Day by Alex Kudera, which is partly set in a recently established for-profit college.

My study primarily focuses on novels about the American higher education system.
However, even a cursory look at the field of academic fiction criticism shows a strong
relationship between academic novels in England and the United States. Matthew Fullerty, a
British scholar who earned his Ph.D. in English from George Washington University in 2008,
began his dissertation on the British and American academic novel with an appropriate epigraph
of a famous George Bernard Shaw quote: “England and America are two countries divided by a
common language” (2). The English author David Lodge has perhaps done more than any other
author to popularize the academic novel, and for many people he stands out as The Academic
Novelist. Lodge’s popular series of novels beginning with Changing Places in 1975, depicted
British and American scholars criss-crossing the Atlantic to teach at institutions in England and
the United States, and Lodge often highlights the cultural differences between the United States
and Europe in these novels. Lucky Jim by English novelist Kingsley Amis also remains one of
the most widely read campus novels on both sides of the Atlantic. Lucky Jim was an important
influence on the development of the “professorromane,” and it was also significant because of its
setting in redbrick universities, those newer British institutions created in the 20th century with
student bodies that tended to be more working class and non-traditional than the wealthy
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privileged students educated in the venerable old cultures of “Oxbridge.” Class tensions created
by the expansion of higher education appear in many 20th century British and American
academic novels.
The academic novel bibliographer John E. Kramer confirms, and it is generally accepted
by other academic fiction critics, that the first academic novel published in the United States was
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Fanshawe, published in 1828. Fanshawe was Hawthorne’s first novel
and was based on his experiences as a student at Bowdoin College in Maine. (Apparently
Hawthorne hated the novel and tried to destroy all the copies. Alas, it remains in print in the
Library of America’s Collected Novels of Hawthorne.) New England is an appropriate place for
the origin of the genre, since the system of higher education that now exists in the United States,
like the nation itself began in New England, and the common language and the historical origins
have persisted. Kenneth Womack in Postwar Academic Fiction: Satire, Ethics, Community
writes: “Like their English antecedents, American novels about academic life find their modern
origins in the nineteenth century, an intense era of social change and industrial growth that
destabilized the prodigious cultural influences of privileged institutions of higher learning such
as Oxford and Cambridge, and in America, Harvard” (21). (While, historically, the American
university originated in New England, one must also note the influence of the Germanic model
on the structure of higher education in the United States as well.) 8
Changes in the access to higher education is a central theme in many academic
novels of the 20th century. Ian Carter in Ancient Cultures of Conceit recognizes that these
novels derive their tension and conflict from the popular notion that there were “barbarians”

8

See, Lucas, Christopher J. American Higher Education: A History. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994.
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thrashing at the gates of the ancient English universities. And this wave of students also
produced a body of literature depicting these changes. As Carter writes:
… the discourse of post-war British university fiction has two leading features. First,
Oxford and Cambridge, the ancient English universities, form the template against
which other kinds of universities are measured and found wanting. Second, the
university is treated as culture’s citadel, besieged by four barbarian hordes:
proletarians, women, scientists, foreigners. This chapter picks up a thread dropped
right at the beginning of the book, by connecting the worlds of novel-writing and
politics. (215)
In a similar vein Janice Rossen writes in her study The University in Modern Fiction (1993):
I have also noted a general progression of cultural changes (which are reflected in
the academy) throughout this century, as this has been accomplished in political
phenomena such as the decision to admit women into the University and the
educational subsidy of lower-class men through government grants. My intent has
been to tell the story of how the University changed, and of how various novelists
have reacted to this and dramatized it in their fiction. (8)
A vivid example of these changes depicted in an American academic novel can be found in John
Williams’s Stoner (1965), a novel about a boy who grew up on a farm in Missouri and eventually
becomes a professor of literature at the University of Missouri. The narrative spans the historical
period before and after WWI and WWII and covers some of the changes that altered university
life in that time. Williams provides a rather perceptive description of how new students changed
the university after World War II:
Veterans of that war descended upon the campus and transformed it, bringing to it a
quality of life it had not had before, and intensity and turbulence that amounted to a
transformation. [Stoner] worked harder than he had ever worked; the students, strange in
their maturity, were intensely serious and contemptuous of triviality. Innocent of fashion
or custom, they came to their studies as Stoner had dreamed that a student might – as if
those studies were life itself and not specific means to specific ends. (248)
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Of course, there were some ‘ends’ lurking in the background, including upward social mobility,
and relief from the backbreaking, thankless labor that dominated the lives of the impoverished
mostly rural generation before them, a group from which the novel’s main character William
Stoner himself emanated.
Thus far I’ve shown how the academic novel has evolved from a genre written by and for
the students and former students of elite institutions, such as the denizens of “Oxbridge” in
England and the Harvard-Yale nexus in the United States, and has now grown into a wideranging genre full of depictions of higher education that reflect the variety of institutions now
available in the United States and across the world in various forms. The Oxbridge and Ivy
League novels are still being written. But alongside them now are novels from large public
universities, historically black colleges, women’s colleges, and community colleges.
One of the most important works of scholarship on academic novels is John E. Kramer’s
The American College Novel: An Annotated Bibliography. Kramer has made an indispensable
contribution to the study of academic fiction by doing the difficult, tedious work of trying to
identify every academic novel written in English. The resource is extremely helpful in that it
gives summaries of all these novels, and provides a sense of just how extensive the genre
actually is, and I think every critic of academic fiction is indebted to the work of this
bibliography. The annotated bibliography was first published in 1981 and expanded in 2004. In
all, Kramer identifies 648 novels that are set in universities and deal with academic life. Kramer
does make a distinction between “student-centered” and “staff-centered” fiction, organizing the
novels into separate lists. And he restricts his focus to works that actually deal with academic
institutions and life on or related to the campus and the academic community, avoiding works
where professors appear as characters, but which have little academic content. I found many
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interesting and meaningful academic novels from browsing through Kramer’s bibliography, and
in particular he appears to have done a commendable job of identifying works by AfricanAmerican authors, including Chester Himes, Ralph Ellison, Gil Scott-Heron, Connie Briscoe,
and others. Kramer excluded detective and mystery novels in the first version of The American
College Novel, but eventually created a separate book to cover these novels, Academe in Mystery
and Detective Fiction (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2000), and I have included some of those
novels in my bibliography of black academic fiction. 9 The earliest black campus novel that I
have been able to identify is Imperium in Imperio by Sutton Griggs which was published in 1899.
Imperium in Imperio is set in a black college in Texas in the late 19th century, during a time
when black colleges were established in the South to educate the children of former slaves.
Kramer did not include Griggs’s novel, but the date would place it among the first 25 college
novels published in the United States according to Kramer’s list.
Ian Carter’s Ancient Cultures of Conceit: British University Fiction in the Post-War
Years (1990) chronicles the tremendous number of academic novels published in England since
the 1950s. In particular Carter emphasizes the proliferation of “redbrick” universities which
expanded public access to higher education. The post-WWII educational acts in both Britain and
in the United States (the G.I. Bill) have radically transformed higher education and changed
universities from institutions that mostly cultivated the children of the elite into places where
9

Kramer mentions that he bypassed novels that are principally about college sports competition,
something that I have also excluded in my own work. While there is certainly a worthy project in
examining the significance of college sports in fiction, particularly considering the prevalence and
visibility of black athletes at majority white institutions in the post-segregation era, I feel this is beyond
what I want to do in this project. Frankly I feel there is already an overemphasis on athletics with dozens
of television sports networks, thousands of blogs and newspapers and magazines already writing about
every minute detail of college sports, and hundreds of films touting the heroism of athletes. (And I say all
this as a former college athlete myself). I feel that is better left in the hands of those who are more versed
in sports journalism and the sociology of sport than I am. Writers such as Dave Zirin, Taylor Branch, and
Todd Boyd have all produced excellent work on the economics and politics of black athletes in college
sports.
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people from the working class could have access to higher education. This expansion has
produced cultural tensions, and has also created some anxiety about the purposes of higher
education itself, as the growth of higher education throughout the 20th century transformed
higher education into more of an industry. These two things are especially important in
academic novels as these novels often address the conflict of interest between materialism and
pure learning.
Carter analyzes the English academic novel, identifying certain conventions and
recurring tropes, and the links between various novels in the genre. In particular Carter focuses
on the harsh divide between Oxbridge and the non-Oxbridge universities. The “Ancient Cultures
of Conceit” in the title refers to the academic bastions of Oxford and Cambridge, which in these
novels represent the pinnacle of learning and culture while all the other instutions can only be, at
best, weak imitations. Drawing on Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy, Carter sees in the
British academic novel a prevailing image of Oxford and Cambridge as fortresses of culture. In
the years after World War II there are barbarians thrashing at the gates, namely in the form of
working class men, pragmatic scientists, women, and people of color. The chapters, “Barbarous
Proletarians,” “Barbarous Scientists”, “Barbarous Women”, and “Barbarous Foreigners”
examines the perception of these groups in the academic novel.

As he put it, “Privilege must be

defended in Oxford and Cambridge for proletarian and utilitarian attacks on those places are
merely prelude to a much wider attack on the central symbols of English culture” (124).
Carter’s study is mostly about England, but he does include a short chapter – “American
Difference” – about American academic novels. Carter offers up high praise for the American
novels noting, perhaps too simplistically, that the American novels are unencumbered by the
historical weight of these ancient institutions, ancient cultures and customs. As he says, “It is the
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American University system’s significantly different history that generates a significantly
different discourse in university novels” (212). Nevertheless, he cites a list of highly-regard
novelists of various nationalities who have written about the American university including
“Nabokov, Wolfe, Malamud, McCarthy, Barth, [and] Lurie.” (211)
Elaine Showalter’s Faculty Towers: The Academic Novel and Its Discontents is perhaps
the most popular and most widely cited work on academic novels. Showalter writes about the
academic novel in an engaging and accessible manner, and Faculty Towers was published by the
University of Pennsylvania Press series “Personal Takes,” a theme which allows for more
anecdotal engagement with the genre. Showalter takes advantage of this format by admitting
that she has been depicted by other writers in academic novels as both “a luscious Concord grape”
and as a “withered prune” (1). Showalter also abides by the critical distinction between student
centered and staff-centered fiction that John Kramer, Jeffrey Williams and others have discussed.
Showalter insists that the contemporary academic novel took shape in the 1950s with novels such
as Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim (1952), Mary McCarthy’s Groves of Academe (1952) and Randall
Jarrell’s Pictures from an Institution (1953) introducing a genre of writing focused on the lives
and exploits of professional academic faculty and graduate students, a genre Showalter refers to
as the Professerromane (2). While the college novel mainly covers the fleeting, coming-of-age
years of undergraduate life, the Professorromane is about those professionals and aspiring
professionals for whom the university is a career. To trouble her chronology a bit, there are
novels such as Willa Cather’s The Professor’s House (1925) and Dorothy Sayers’s Gaudy Night
(1935) both of which focus heavily on the life and community of faculty members. Nevertheless,
Showalter’s focus does seem to bear out in the number of staff centered novels cited by Kramer.
And it also correlates to the post-WWII growth in institutions of higher learning which expanded
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the numbers of students, increasing the demand for more of these institutions and more faculty to
teach in them.
The term Professorroman was actually coined by Richard G. Caram in a 1980 journal
article title “The Secular Priests: A Study of the College Professor as Hero in Selected American
Fiction, 1955-1977.” Caram states that is “a term of my own coining, in the tradition of slightly
pompous Germanic scholarship…The professorroman has distinctive features which qualify it as
a sub-genre of literature similar to the Kunstlerroman or the Bildungsroman.” (42)
In his article on “The Rise of the Academic Novel,” Jeffrey J. Williams also makes this
distinction between the “academic novel” which is based on the lives of career academics, and
the “college novel” which more often deals with undergraduates. This is a helpful distinction as
long as it does not become too overdetermined. It is true that the form of the academic novel
which features the lives of professional academics may offer more of an opportunity to examine
the institution of the university, but this is not necessarily the case. There are plenty of staffcentered “academic novels” full of triviality (Ian Carter in Ancient Cultures of Conceit dissects
the dull, formulaic plots often reproduced in academic novels), and conversely there are some
college novels which provide much more detailed, nuanced and aesthetically pleasing portrayals
of university life, such as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise (1925). On the whole, I
have found the professorromane designation to be the most helpful, for it is in the
professorromane that we can get into the life of the professional academic, that curious creature
whose life’s work is devoted to scholarship. (In the “college novel” we mostly find the
perspective of a student who passes through one of these institutions then moves on to some
other life beyond the campus.) And it is in these novels about career academics that we can
often find writers willing to take on the knotty problems of higher education itself. As Hazard
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Adams put it in his memoir of academic life, Academic Tribes, “faculties are, after all, composed
largely of people who like problems, perhaps even more than solutions, and even to the point of
actively seeking them where they have not been recognized. Indeed, some of these individuals
positively dislike solutions, preferring the deeper existential absurdity of the problem itself” (11).
One of the first books on academic novels that helped me get my critical bearings on the
genre was Kenneth Womack’s Postwar Academic Fiction: Satire, Ethics, Community (2002).
Womack isolates several works of academic fiction and examines them through the lens of
ethical criticism. As he puts it,
The academic novel, through its express desire to critique, by means of satire, the
unethical sensibilities that it ascribes to university life, seems a particularly meaningful
arena for testing ethical criticism’s capacity to produce socially relevant literary
interpretations…the very publication of these works can be read as a form of social
protest, as a means for their authors to document the institutional dilemmas and
professional insecurities that problematize postsecondary education… (19)

Kenneth Womack’s work also speaks to the elements of competition in academia, a chief source
of conflict in the academic novel.
This tension confronts scholars with an emotional dilemma…In one sense, campus life
purports to offer them an arena to engage their colleagues in free intellectual discourse,
while in another sense it necessitates that they confront their colleagues in a high-stakes
competition based upon the quality and proliferation of their intellectual capabilities in
order to endure their professional security. (23)

All three of the academic novels that I cover in the main chapters display some elements of this
competition in the academic world. In Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man the main character
John Marr mentions that the object of his research, philosopher Timothy Hasler, had run afoul of
his department by “publishing prematurely,” referring to a custom in his philosophy department
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that dictates when and what kind of work a young scholar is supposed to publish. Ishmael Reed
takes academic competition to another level, directly using metaphors of strategy and warfare to
describe the conflict between ideological camps in academia in Japanese by Spring. And in
Percival Everett’s Erasure, the main character “Monk” Ellison delights in annoying his
colleagues in the Nouveau Roman Society, and in one hilarious scene a professor hurls a set of
keys at him after Ellison finished reading a controversial paper at one of the society’s
conferences.
In The University in Modern Fiction: When Power is Academic (1993) Janice Rossen
focuses on the theme of power and the dynamic of power depicted in these novels. She
emphasizes the “power, exclusion and inclusion” in the academic novel, and identifies “the
constant dialectic between competitiveness and idealism – or, scholarship as a means to an end
or as an end in itself” (4). Rossen surveyed the field of academic literature in the context of the
history of higher education in the 20th century with its expansion and changing demographics
and found that the authors of academic novels often focus on the issues of inclusion and
exclusion. Rossen sees Thomas Hardy’s 1895 novel Jude the Obscure as an essential academic
novel precisely because of Jude’s incessant longing to enter into the hallowed grounds of
Christchurch at Oxford, a school that he has spent his entire youth dreaming about attending in
order to become a member of the clergy. The fact that he spends the entire novel outside of that
university and never makes it into its hallowed halls is precisely why Rossen feels that it
illustrates the significance of exclusion/inclusion as a key element in the academic novel, and in
academic life. 10

10

See Rossen’s extensive analysis of Jude the Obscure in Chapter 1, pp. 11-31.
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One particularly important section from Rossen’s book is her chapter on “Creativity:
Novelists in Academe” which describes a theme of antagonism between literary critics and
novelists in academic novels. Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring was published in the same
year as Rossen’s book, and I suspect that his work would have given her further examples to pull
from had she been able to include it. There are several cutting remarks about literary criticism
throughout Japanese by Spring, often filtered through Reed’s own voice as the narrator of the
novel. In one passage Reed compares the institutional hierarchy of academia to Milton’s
Paradise Lost. “Dr. Barbara Christian spoke of the Paradise Lost/Paradise Regained worlds of
writers and critics. The high world of lit crit books, journals and conferences, the middle world
of classrooms and graduate students, and the low world of bookstores, communities, and creative
writers” (Reed 35-36). In the chapter on Japanese by Spring I will further analyze this
contentious relationship between creative writing and literary criticism in Reed’s novel.

Another important point that Rossen emphasizes is that academic novels seem to appeal
to readers and critics because they are often interpreted as “realistic.” As she writes:
The way in which academic life is portrayed in fiction creates a complex intersection
among a number of forces. A primary issue which these novels engage is the interplay
between fiction and fact: we assume university novels to be realistic because they are
based on an actual institution, often enough on a real university in a real place. As such,
they are important because they are widely believed by their readers to constitute an
accurate representation of academic life, whether they do so or not… (1)
For instance, my previous citation from Japanese by Spring included the name of the late
Barbara Christian (1943-2000), an author and professor of African-American Studies who taught
at the University of California, Berkeley and at City College of New York, CUNY. Japanese by
Spring includes many more references to actual academics, and actual institutions, as well as
fictional institutions such as “Jack London College,” or thinly veiled pseudonyms such as
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“D’Gun D’Ginza,” a caricature of the conservative Indian-American author and activist Dinesh
D’Souza. Other novels seem to take a similar tactic, using actual people and actual institutions
alongside fictional places, characters and pseudonyms for prominent people who are being
satirized.
However, the academic novel is not completely beholden to realism either, and there are
some examples of works which break free from the “real” to include elements of the fantastic,
such as James Hynes’s The Lecturer’s Tale which depicts a professor who breaks his finger in an
accident with a bicycle and finds that the finger has somehow gained magical powers, or Richard
Powers’s Galatea 2.2, which is an ominous tale of literary criticism in the age of artificial
intelligence. Delany’s The Mad Man is one of the more flagrant examples of fantastic elements
being used in an academic novel, as Delany brings his considerable skill as a science fiction
writer to the narrative in surprising ways. The novel includes many passages of excessive
pornographic acts, some of which are meant to be exaggerations beyond physical possibility (and
Delany says as much in the novel’s opening disclaimer.) The Mad Man also contains elements
of science fiction filtered through the character of murdered philosopher Timothy Hasler, who
had a hobby of writing science fiction, an activity which sullies his reputation with the stuffy
professor Irving Mossman, who has difficulty reconciling Hasler’s science fiction writing (and
his sexual promiscuity) with his status as an “important” academic philosopher.
Despite these occasional flourishes of fantasy or magical realism in these novels, Rossen
is accurate in her emphasis on the realism of the academic novel. From the critical literature that
I cover here it seems that critics often judge academic novels based on the whether the novels
accurately portray what it is like to be in an institution of higher education as a student or a
professor, and speculations about specific professors and institutions abound when famous
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academic novelists use pseudonyms in their work. (Elaine Showalter identifying herself as a
character in academic novels is just one example of this.) And even the elements of fantasy that
slip into the academic novel here and there are meant to resonate with the values and meaning of
the lives of readers who are current and former academics, or who have enough experience with
higher education to recognize the aspects of academia being described.
Matthew Fullerty’s dissertation titled The British and American Academic Novel. The
"Professorromane": The Comic Campus, The Tragic Self was completed in 2008 at The George
Washington University, and it is one of the most thorough recent treatments of the genre.
Fullerty sees in academic novels the ancient literary themes of comedy and tragedy, and
emphasizes academic novels as “dark and complex reflections of human life, and not just
comical campus romps with a fan base inside and outside the university” (14). Fullerty insists
that “The academic novel’s central trope…is the idea of the campus as a comic environment in
which the individual remains nevertheless isolated and tragic” (2). Like Womack he sees the
academic novel as a venue for examining the ethics of the academic community and particularly
points to the tension between the academic community and the life of the individual professors,
who often find themselves tragically isolated from, or ostracized from the community. Based on
an evaluation of hundreds of novels, Fullerty comes up with a fundamental template in the
academic novel, that of the “comic campus” and the “tragic self.” He writes;
The trope is often of a lone professor against stronger forces in a kind of university-aszoo metaphor, a solo crusader, or buffoon against a prison full of ridiculous self-preening
animals – fellow faculty colleagues, competitors, bosses. The solitary professor therefore
battles on while coming apart at the seams: in the reader’s eye he or she takes on an
increasingly tragic and embittered hue. Meanwhile the campus remains absurdly comic
in the background, angling for mischief until the professor either triumphs or goes under.
(7)
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As I will examine later in the section on black intellectuals, this theme of individualism is given
an additional layer of complexity for black academics, given the particular history and political
status under which black persons have existed in the United States. One of the main ideas of this
study is that individual black intellectuals can never completely elude the expectations of racial
representation. At the same time, the black academic novel shows how black intellectuals
manage these expectations by contesting them directly.

Fullerty further describes the academic novel as a multi-genre, in the same way that some
theorists now refer to the university as a “multiversity” given the way in which universities have
expanded into facilities with myriad functions including academics, athletics, entertainment, and
now online/distance learning. While we critics of the academic novel obviously search for the
common threads which allow us to define and theorize the genre, Fullerty also reminds us that
these novels contain a wide range of themes, settings, political ideologies and literary devices.
As he writes, the academic novel is “constructed of intellectual game-playing and demands,
shoulder-rubbing humiliations and reassurances. It pushes various characters, plots, authorial
tones, [and] linguistic signifiers” (6).

In addition to the books on academic fiction that I have covered here (again, by no means
an exhaustive discussion), there are also some important articles on academic novels published in
academic journals, a few of which I have found to be cogent and incisive examinations of the
genre that deserve as much attention as the books that have been written, and which help to
illuminate the black academic novel.

51

William G. Tierney’s “Academic Freedom and Tenure: Between Fiction and Reality”
(2004) published in The Journal of Higher Education begins by stating that “perhaps no belief
has been more central to academic life than that of academic freedom,” and that “tenure was the
structure that ensured the belief would not be violated” (161). In the article Tierney examines
academic novels which feature themes of academic freedom and tenure in their storylines.
Tierney’s article offers a bit of tough-love to the academic novel by suggesting these novels are
indicative of a troubling trend in academia in which the pursuit of tenure has eclipsed ideals of
academic freedom (which, ironically, was one of the reasons that the concept of tenure was
instituted). As Tierney puts it, “in virtually all [academic] novels teaching is not simply
unimportant, it is irrelevant. Students are treated as objects, if they are discussed at all, and
faculty receive little, if any, delight in teaching. Teaching is an obstacle to getting tenure, and
the goal is to ignore one’s students” (172). He also suggests that the proliferation of stories
about illicit romantic liaisons may be projecting a negative image of the academy toward the
public, and may help to confirm the popular suspicion that the professoriate is little more than an
exclusive club of self-indulgent, frivolous, navel-gazing intellectuals. Tierney sees May
Sarton’s Faithful Are the Wounds (1955) as an exemplary academic novel that portrays the kind
of serious-minded energy he would like to see from the genre. The novel is about a liberal
professor in the 1950s who runs afoul of the McCarthyists on his campus. Surveying some of the
novels that come after Sarton’s novel, Tierney finds that,
Rather than the important work that Sarton suggested academics do in her novel, one
discovers that over the last twenty-five years intellectuals have been submerged in
campus politics and sexual high jinks. A concern for academic freedom is nonexistent;
indeed, how might one become involved in the search for truth when the campus
obsession is either achieving another sexual conquest or finding ways to please one’s
colleagues so that they will vote affirmatively for tenure? Tenure has become paramount.
Ironically, academic freedom has been replaced as the central totem of the university by
tenure. (175)
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While Tierney may be too insistent that the academic novel always accurately represents the
political concerns of academics, his caution against the overemphasis on the frivolous and sordid
aspects of academic life seems worth consideration. It is something that I have pondered myself
while reading novel after novel about romantic liaisons, or novels that satirize the relentless
social climbing of academic life. One has to wonder if this overemphasis on careerism and
romantic infidelities is not only tiresome, but also self-destructive. The idea of academic
freedom is certainly an issue in Samuel Delany’s The Mad Man, a novel which addresses, among
other things, the politics of sexuality in academia in the 1980s. Likewise Ishmael Reed’s
Japanese by Spring is almost entirely focused on multiculturalism and the politics of the
academic curriculum. That said, Tierney does offer a welcome critique of the subject matter of
some academic novels, and as I emphasize throughout this study, I find that the most fulfilling
academic novels are the ones that speak to larger political and social issues related to higher
education and not the ones in which the author is merely satisfied with satirizing the internal
social world of the campus.

The final article on academic fiction that I will cover here addresses the pedagogy of the
academic novel. In an article titled “Teach the University” published in a 2007 issue of the
journal Pedagogy, Jeffrey J. Williams articulates the pedagogical value of academic fiction and
discusses academic fiction in the context of teaching about the history and politics of the
university. Williams’s idea of “Teach the University” was inspired by literary scholar Gerald
Graff and his popular book Beyond the Culture Wars: How Teaching the Conflicts Can
Revitalize American Education (1993). Graff’s concept of “Teach the Conflicts” is often cited as
a method of incorporating the political conversations about higher education (on issues such as
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educational policy, funding, and curricula) and incorporating these critical debates into the
classroom itself, using them as opportunities to help students learn about the politics of education,
even as they are immersed in the educational process. In particular, Jeffrey Williams provides
some creative ideas for using academic fiction as a way to “Teach the University.”

Williams begins his discussion with the concept of “academic capitalism” and insists that
corporatization of education is the most pressing issue in university politics that students should
be aware of. “Teaching the University” in this early stage of the 21st century necessarily means
teaching about the very meaning of mass education, teaching about the role that access to
education has played in the development of American democracy, and teaching about what
effects that corporatization of education at all levels will have on the future of the higher
education. The Occupy Wall Street movement that began in September of 2011 in the small
plaza of Zucotti Park in Lower Manhattan has been largely driven by student activism, and many
people in that movement have identified student loan debt, and general debt resistance, as an
important political issue. Conversations about debt have led to a broader conversation about the
costs of higher education, its history, and how profit-based management is changing the
American university. 11 As I am putting the finishing touches on this dissertation my social
media networks are being flooded with articles and informal conversations about MOOCs
(Massive Open Online Courses) and their implementation in higher education, which strikes me
as another example of a subject that should be given the “Teach the University” treatment. In
the fall of 2013 I included a section on MOOCs in a course on Advanced Career Writing at New

11

CUNY Graduate Center alum Marc Bousquet’s book How the University Works: Higher Education and the Low
Wage Nation (New York: NYU Press, 2008) addresses many of these issues.
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York City College of Technology, CUNY. Together my students and I looked into the business
of higher education technology to learn more about the companies providing these courses.

Williams gives five specific reasons for why we should “Teach the University.” Since the
pedagogy of academic fiction is an important aspect of this dissertation, and given that Jeffrey
Williams is also an astute critic of academic fiction who provides eloquent arguments for the use
of academic fiction in pedagogy, I feel that it is worthwhile to consider his arguments at length,
and I have decided to quote liberally from his article, in order to examine these ideas in detail.

First of all, Williams argues, the status of the university can no longer be considered an
issue that only affects a few exclusive elites. Rather, the demographic changes in the university
over the course of the 20th century have brought more people into contact with these institutions
in some form, and thus the health of higher education is an important issue that affects many
people, and not just the students, alumni and current employees of these institutions. “If over 70
percent of American citizens attend college at some point, it is not a sideline or an intraacademic concern but a central public issue. Next to health care, it is the most significant public
institution of our day that speaks to the distribution of resources and the welfare of citizens” (26).
He goes on to state it is important to “prompt students to reflect on how [universities] are formed,
where modern institutions come from,” and that “it is especially important that they are briefed
on the details of the case, since they will be the future judges of it, as voters in and constituents
of the states that support or lease out their universities” (26). In effect, Williams argues that the
history and politics of the university should be a part of our common political literacy. I would
add that even though universities are often separate physical spaces, their boundaries are just as
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often porous, with students, professors, staff, and community members flowing across them in
both directions. In academic fiction we see this in the phenomenon often referred to as “town
and gown.” Again, Janice Rossen’s analysis of Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure is a relevant
example. Jude’s life outside the university and his desire to be inside of it illustrates the gulf that
sometimes exists between the culture of the academic community inside and the community just
outside of the walls of the university. The members of the academic community are sometimes
snobbish towards those outside, and the people outside are often aware of the power differentials
between them and the privileged elites inside. Academic films such as Breaking Away (1979),
School Daze (1988), and Good Will Hunting (1997) all contain vivid scenes of “town and gown”
interactions. 12
The second point that Williams makes is that the university “is a quintessential topic in
the tradition of the humanities. The idea of the university has a long philosophical and literary
lineage, from Immanuel Kant and Cardinal Newman through modern figures like F. R. Leavis up
to contemporary theorists like Jacques Derrida and Bill Readings.” And in a nod to academic
fiction, he goes on to state that:
[The university] is also a central locale in a wide range of literary works by prominent
writers like Kingsley Amis, Mary McCarthy, Bernard Malamud, Edward Albee, and
David Mamet, and in film by directors like Spike Lee and Gus Van Sant. Contrary to
received opinion, fictions of the university are not a quaint subgenre but, especially over
the past twenty years, a major realm of representation. It is a fitting object of study—
traditional and contemporary, theoretical and literary—for those of us in English. (26)
Williams’s third point is about the university and democracy, and how the university is
essential for developing educated leaders and an informed citizenry:
12

See John Conklin’s Campus Life in the Movies: A Critical Survey from the Silent Era to the Present. (McFarland,
2008) for further discussion of the academic film.
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The university is a fundamental civic idea that speaks to the American conception of the
public sphere and democracy. In Thomas Jefferson's classic definition, the primary
purpose of education is to prepare citizens for their life in a democracy…Jefferson's
concern with education stems from the concept of franchise. If a democracy requires
educated participants—although a radical democrat, Jefferson believed that not everyone
should participate, but only those prepared to do so—then it obligates the state to provide
that education. (26-27)
(Of course, Jefferson wasn’t so keen on black participation in democracy, a topic I address in the
next section on black literary criticism.)
William’s fourth point about teaching the university brings me back to the reference to
Lucky Jim in my introduction. Academic writing can sometimes feel futile, and academics often
question the amount of work put into obsessively pruning articles that we know will die on the
vine in obscure academic journals. And again, as black academics we are sometimes confronted
with questions about the relevance of our work to “the struggle.” However, if there is one way to
make these vaunted “interventions” that academics love to talk about, it is in the very practice of
teaching:
…We should teach the university to counteract our resignation or abjectness or, on the
other hand, overinflated claims of our political "interventions." We are teachers, so the
one thing that we can do, with direct and appropriate effect, is to teach. Given that we are
teachers, I think that we in fact have a special obligation to the students in front of us TTh
or MWF to understand the university and the changes that it is undergoing. That
obligation is even more pressing now because of the changes they are experiencing,
notably the exponential increase in costs to become fully franchised citizens and the
concordant exponential increase in student debt that burdens a majority of them to do so.
(27)
Academic fiction is an opportunity to teach about the meaning of higher education and its history
in a creative way, and to provide our students with some context for these debates that they may
hear about or read about on the news. The academic novel (as well as academic films), taught in
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the proper historical context, can help to illuminate and personalize some of the complex policy
issues that are shaping the university of the future.
The fifth point that Williams argues is that the “study of the university is an inherently
interdisciplinary project” (27). As I hope that this dissertation illustrates, criticism of the
academic novel often overlaps with other disciplinary fields beyond literature including history,
political science, anthropology, sociology, and yes, even the sciences. There are many different
academic disciplines represented in the fictional narratives of the academic novel. As Williams
writes:
The discourse on the university turns precisely on the construal of the disciplines, how
they were formed, and how jurisdictions and disputes among them should be adjudicated,
in texts ranging from Kant's The Conflict of the Faculties to Albee's Who's Afraid of
Virginia Woolf?. The topic of the university brings together theoretical, historical,
political, sociological, literary, and other cultural texts, texts that are mutually informing
and make the most sense in conjunction. (One could also add texts on architecture, urban
planning, demographics, and management, among others.) If one wants to teach in an
interdisciplinary way, the university is a good place to start. (27)

Williams goes on to provide further concrete suggestions for Teaching the University with a
particular focus on interdisciplinarity. He makes it clear that he is not simply suggesting a
course on academic fiction alone, given that such courses are usually taught in English
departments and tend to focus on issues of genre and form. Instead, he writes, “The kind of
course I am advocating calls for a much broader range, encompassing the theory, history, and
sociology of the university as well as literature and film, and aims to look at the humanistic
tradition as well as actual incarnations of the university” (30). While the specifics of how such a
course as Williams idealizes here can be taught will vary greatly from institution to institution,
and depends on the particular curriculum of each institution, his admonition that academic fiction
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could be used in a variety of academic disciplines is one that I wholeheartedly support, and I
think that Williams’s article maps out several possibilities for applying academic fiction in a
variety of university courses and programs.

Williams’s writing on academic fiction and the university (in this article and others that
he has written on the subject) has made an important contribution to the criticism of academic
fiction by providing some arguments for why the university itself should have some place in the
college curriculum. He takes these ideas even further in his 2012 Chronicle of Higher Education
article on “Critical University Studies.” If properly framed, academic fiction can be an inventive
way to address some of these issues on higher education. In my own discipline, I believe that
reading the black academic novel can add to our understanding of the complex role of higher
education in the history of black literary production and theory, ideas which I explore further in
the following sections.

The Black Academic Novel and the Black Intellectual
One would be hard-pressed to find a better statement from a black intellectual that links
the black academic novel to the politics of the black intellectual than the following short article
by W.E.B. Du Bois, simply titled “A Questionnaire,” published in 1926 in the Crisis, the official
magazine of the NAACP, which Du Bois edited from 1910 to 1934. The article distills into a few
lines some key ideas about the relationship between academic fiction and the politics of the black
intellectual that I have spent many, many pages trying to explain in this study:
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1. When the artist, black or white, portrays Negro characters is he under any obligations or
limitations as to the sort of character he will portray?
2. Can any author be criticized for painting the worst or the best characters of a group?
3. Can publishers be criticized for refusing to handle novels that portray Negros of education
and accomplishment, on the grounds that these characters are no different from white folk
and therefore not interesting?
4. What are Negroes to do when they are continually painted at their worst and judged by the
public as they are painted?
5. Does the situation of the educated Negro in America with its pathos, humiliation, and tragedy
call for artistic treatment at least as sincere and sympathetic as “Porgy” received?
6. Is not the continual portrayal of the sordid, foolish, and criminal among Negroes convincing
the world that this and this alone is really and essentially Negroid, and preventing white
artists from knowing any other types and preventing black artists from daring to paint them?
7. Is there not a real danger that young colored writers will be tempted to follow the popular
trend in portraying Negro character[s] in the underworld rather than seeking to paint the truth
about themselves and their own social class? 13

This article was published in the 1920s when the New Negro movement had begun to
take shape. Harlem, where Du Bois was living and working at this time, was transforming
into the unofficial Capital of Black America, and Du Bois’s Crisis office was just near the
vibrant corner of 135th Street and 7th Avenue, an intersection that saw a cluster of
intellectual energy with several newspapers and magazine offices nearby including The
Messenger, The Negro World, The Amsterdam News, Opportunity, and others. Just a year
earlier in 1925 Alain Locke’s edited issue of the Survey Graphic on “Harlem, Mecca of The
New Negro” was published. It was this collection of critical and creative pieces which
signaled the arrival of a cultural flowering later celebrated as The Harlem Renaissance.
Du Bois’s Crisis article addresses much of what was happening in the arts at that time.
Black artists were finding a market for black cultural production – namely music, literature
and visual arts – but that market was dependent upon white patronage and white
13

Reproduced in: Favor, J. Martin. Authentic Blackness: The Folk in the New Negro Renaissance. Durham: Duke
University Press, 1999.
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consumption of black entertainment. Thus the work being produced was often beholden to
what the market wanted, and the market was hungry for lively images of black life that
often trafficked in stereotypes and pandered to the condescending white liberal fascination
with the underworld of Harlem. 14 In the Crisis article Du Bois addressed this intersection of
race, art and commerce, and the effect that this confluence of forces would have on black
cultural production.
I submit that black academic fiction was precisely what Du Bois was calling for in this
article. More modestly, I would say that the black academic novel seems to fulfill some of
the criteria that Du Bois spelled out in the article. Whether or not the writers of black
academic novels were directly familiar with this particular piece of Du Bois’s writing when
they wrote their novels, it seems that these questions he asked are relevant to every black
academic novel that I am evaluating in this project. In this article Du Bois articulates
precisely what is at stake when black writers have attempted to craft creative depictions of
black academic life. Percival Everett’s Erasure is perhaps the most directly relevant
example among novels that I examine in this study. In Erasure Everett incorporates some
of the critical and popular arguments about black authenticity and black culture in his story
of a black novelist who is irritated that publishers only want to publish works about
African-Americans that emphasize the “sordid, foolish and criminal.”
Du Bois put his ideas about education to work in his own fiction. In the introduction to a
1995 edition of Du Bois’s novel Dark Princess (1928), literary scholar Claudia Tate wrote about
the significance of his creative writing efforts.
14

For a discussion of the complex relationship between black art and white patronage in the Harlem Renaissance,
see: Lewis, David Levering. When Harlem Was in Vogue. 1981. New York: Penguin, 1997.
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While students of U.S. history are familiar with Du Bois, the social scientist and political
activist, they remain largely unfamiliar with Du Bois, the creative artists and patron of
literary culture. Yet as early as the appearance of The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois
aligned poems and story vignettes of his own creation with the historical, sociological,
and autobiographical essays in his work. He also made creative writing a prominent
feature of the journals under his control… (xvii)
Of course, there have been many, many volumes written about the life and work of Du Bois,
chief among them the two-volume Pulitzer Prize winning biography by David Levering Lewis.
One recent book that is particularly relevant for this project is Derrick Alridge’s The Educational
Thought of W.E.B. Du Bois: An Intellectual History (2008). In this study Aldridge makes some
important connections between Du Bois’s philosophy of education, and his creative output.
While surveying the more well-known statements of Du Bois, such as his essays in Souls of
Black Folk, and his writing on “The Talented Tenth,” Alridge also looks at how Du Bois
incorporated his educational ideas into his novels. Perhaps the most significant of Du Bois’s nonfiction works on blacks in higher education were his Atlanta University Studies. Of the sixteen
Atlanta University Studies that he supervised, four of them dealt specifically with black
education: The College Bred Negro (1900), The Negro Common School (1901), The College
Bred Negro American (1910), and The Common School and the Negro American (1911). The
1900 study was the first systematic study ever completed about African-Americans in higher
education (Alridge 46).
As for Du Bois’s fiction writing, among the works that Alridge cites as an example
of his use of creative writing to explore theories of education was a serialized story called
“Tom Brown at Fisk,” published in three parts in The Fisk Herald between December 1887
and March 1888. Alridge describes “Tom Brown at Fisk” as “perhaps one of the most
insightful work[s] expressing Du Bois’s ideas about education” (20). The story was based

62

on Thomas Hughes’s popular novel Tom Brown at Oxford (1861), one of the most often
imitated pieces of university fiction in the 19th century, spawning imitators in England and
the United States. In The English University Novel (1957), an early study of academic
fiction, Mortimer Proctor discussed the significance of Tom Brown at Oxford as an iconic
work of university fiction (105-113). In one particularly interesting passage Proctor states
that Thomas Hughes was influenced by Frederick Denison Maurice, a Christian socialist
reformer. “It was Maurice, who, working in the slums of London, made Hughes aware of
the hard world of poverty and suffering, and aroused in him the political and social
consciousness that led him into the active practice of what he called ‘the noble side of
democracy’”(111). The quote brings to mind Du Bois’s own groundbreaking sociological
work in The Philadelphia Negro (1899) in which he brought a social scientific analysis to
the urban problems of Philadelphia. So perhaps Du Bois saw in Thomas Hughes’s writing a
model for his own ideas about the relationship between higher education and social policy.
It is striking that in the midst of all the sociological and historical writing that he did in his
life, and all the political activism that he was involved in, that Du Bois saw creative writing
as an important vehicle for his ideas, chose the form of academic fiction in particular as the
means by which to share these ideas, and spent time composing these works of academic
fiction. Education would continue to be a theme in all of his fiction writing, and near the
end of his life he published The Black Flame Trilogy, a series of novels that included The
Ordeal of Mansart (1957) and Mansart Builds a School (1959) both of which have enough
content on higher education to qualify as academic novels, while the last book, Worlds of
Color (1961), launches the character off into a storyline that moves away from higher
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education.

Responsibility and Representation
It is my contention that every black academic novel has within it a response to two
fundamental concepts in the politics of the black intellectual: that of responsibility and
representation. That is, all black academic novelists are forced to confront, in some way or
another, the expectation that the black intellectual does or does not have a responsibility to the
black community to apply his or her knowledge and talents to the social and political problems
facing the African-American people. This idea was perhaps, most eloquently articulated by
W.E.B. Du Bois in his notion of the Talented Tenth, and the idea that “every race is led by its
exceptional men.” Du Bois’s idea has been supported and challenged in myriad ways (including
in its gender assumptions), yet I am struck by the way in which this formulation is one that the
black intellectual must always confront. It is not just due to the individual genius of Du Bois that
the idea of The Talented Tenth persists (though a genius he certainly was), but rather this idea
resonated with the political history of the black American, and the realities of the educational,
economic and political inequality under which blacks have been forced to live in the United
States. These conditions pushed the black intellectual into a representative role as spokespersons
on behalf of other members of the race, a role which Du Bois himself took on as one the most
educated black Americans in his time. A look through the list of works on black literary
criticism finds an ongoing dialogue about the role of the black artists and intellectual, from early
theorizations of the role of the black intellectual in pieces such as Du Bois’s “Criteria of Negro
Art” and in Langston Hughes’s “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926), to Harold
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Cruse’s landmark book The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A Historical Analysis (1967) to
Hortense Spiller’s 25th anniversary response to Cruse in “The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A
Postdate,” an article first published in boundary 2 in 1994, and later collected in her anthology of
essays Black ,White and in Color (2003). 15
Black academic novelists dramatize the way in which the individual black intellectual
must confront expectations of representation, illustrating the different strategies available to the
individual, but none are able to side-step the question entirely. This is a reality that Percival
Everett alludes to in the character of Thelonious Ellison in Erasure. In that novel the main
character, “Monk” Ellison initially chose to write works of fiction that were not directly related
to the black experience, yet finds his own racial identity inextricably bound up with his literary
production. Eventually he takes out his frustrations in the form of the satirical novel that is at the
center of Erasure.
In his book Representing the Race: A New Political History of African-American
Literature (2011), literary critic Gene Jarrett examines the politics of racial representation, and
writes that:
the political process of representing a race – or hitherto called racial representation – has
a double meaning. First, it signifies the aesthetic portrayal of African Americans, and in
some cases the African diaspora more broadly, in literature. Second, it signifies this
group’s political delegation of its collective authority to an individual person or another
group. (5-6)
In a similar vein Henry Louis Gates wrote about the “burden of representation” in his book
Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man:

15
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The grand theme of your career may be that the burden of representation is an illusion – a
paradigm, par excellence, of ideological mauvaise foi – but that will only heighten your
chagrin when you realize that it follows you everywhere like your own shadow. It isn’t a
thing of your making, and it won’t succumb to your powers of unmaking – not yet,
anyway (xvii).
In fact, Gates describes exactly the attitude of the protagonist of Erasure, who explicitly thinks
of race as an illusion and a trope, though he is certainly not naïve about racial representation
either. The representations follow him around in the form of a street novel that he can’t stop
seeing and that his friends and colleagues will not stop talking about, and he eventually decides
to deal with it directly, leading to the mad cap story of the novel. Some version of these basic
concepts of responsibility and representation appear in all of the academic novels in this study.
However, what I find compelling about the black academic novel is that the form also allows the
writer the opportunity to “signify” on these racial politics, by undercutting them with satire,
interrogating them philosophically, and moving beyond these basic proscriptions by showing
black intellectuals engaged in political, creative and intellectual pursuits beyond the race
question altogether, thereby lending their fictional characters a sense of agency and intellectual
freedom which is, I believe, commensurate with their own lives as capacious intellectuals, and
which refuses to allow racial politics to determine every aspect of their lives and intellectual
interests.
One way to interpret Du Bois’s commentary in Crisis is that it was a statement about
class representation, that his comments are representative of a particular kind of class
grievance coming from educated middle and upper-middle class blacks who feel that they
are underrepresented in popular media.

Just over twenty years after Du Bois’s death and

just over twenty years after the historic March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom (Du
Bois died August 27, 1963, the day before the March) television saw the arrival of The
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Cosby Show in 1984, Bill Cosby’s highly successful landmark sitcom about The Huxtables,
an upper middle class black family in Brooklyn, led by a father who is a doctor and a
mother who is a lawyer. Throughout the show Dr. Heathcliff Huxtable, played by Bill
Cosby, often wore paraphernalia featuring the names of historically black colleges.
Heathcliff, and his wife Clair (Phylicia Rashad), were graduates of the fictional HBCU
Hillman College, and their daughter Denise (Lisa Bonet) follows in their footsteps to attend
Hillman. It was the daughter’s storyline through which The Cosby Show spawned a
college-themed spinoff A Different World set in Hillman College, a show that was also
influenced by Spike Lee’s School Daze, and featured some actors from the cast of School
Daze.
These shows were celebrated for showing representations of middle and upper class
blacks with college educations and successful careers. This was interpreted as a necessary
corrective and a welcome counter-narrative to stories where blacks were depicted merely as
social problems, or criminals, or reduced to buffoonish caricatures. Certainly a part of what
academic fiction accomplishes is to show black characters in educational settings as
students and professors and participants in higher education.
However, I must also be careful not to turn this study into a defense of the black
bourgeoisie in an ongoing intra-racial class war. Cosby himself has been engaged in this
fight, leading a series of “callout” meetings in black communities around the country to
address some of the social problems in the black community including teenage pregnancy,
drugs and incarceration. These meetings coincided with the publication of a popular book
Come on People; On the Path from Victims to Victors (2007). Journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates
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of The Atlantic followed Cosby to several of these meetings and wrote a long essay about
them in 2008 “This is How We Lost to the White Man: The Audacity of Bill Cosby’s
Conservatism,” which analyzed Cosby’s cultural politics, placing them in the context of a
tradition of folk conservatism that has long existed among black leaders. As he writes:
Indeed, a century ago, the black brain trust was pushing the same rhetoric that Cosby
is pushing today. It was concerned that slavery had essentially destroyed the black
family and was obsessed with seemingly the same issues—crime, wanton sexuality,
and general moral turpitude—that Cosby claims are recent developments. “The early
effort of middle-class blacks to respond to segregation was, aside from a political
agenda, focused on a social-reform agenda,” says Khalil G. Muhammad, a professor
of American history at Indiana University. “The National Association of Colored
Women, Du Bois in The Philadelphia Negro, all shared a sense of anxiety that
African Americans were not presenting their best selves to the world. There was the
sense that they were committing crimes and needed to keep their sexuality in check.”
Adds William Jelani Cobb, a professor of American history at Spelman College:
“The same kind of people who were advocating for social reform were denigrating
people because they didn’t play piano. They often saw themselves as reluctant
caretakers of the less enlightened.” 16
In his article Coates teases apart the complex relationship between black spokespersons and
the black persons whom they claim to represent. It is important to note that Bill Cosby has
never run for public office, and thus, like many self-appointed black leaders, his claim as a
representative is by popular recognition, and not by any formal democratic or legislative
process. The focus on controlling black sexuality, and the need to practice a politics of
respectability that projects fastidious images of bourgeois black life is one that often recurs
in the politics of the black intellectual, a point addressed by scholars of black sexuality.
Like Coates, these other critics have challenged the politics of respectability as an ideology
that reinforces second-class citizenship. After all, few people questions the civil rights of
every white citizen when, say, white politicians are caught cruising for sex in public
16
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bathrooms, or patronizing prostitutes, or hitting on congressional pages, or sending lewd
pictures of himself over the Internet to young women, or repeatedly committing adultery
while attempting to legislate “family values.”
I appreciate writers such as Coates who contextualize and challenge this elitism that
draws class lines between blacks who have matriculated through formal higher education
and those who may not have received formal education, for whatever reasons - either by
lack of opportunity, or by choice, and I include a critique of the politics of respectability as
part of my approach to the black academic novel and its depiction of higher education and
black intellectuals. Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man is one novel that certainly defies the
politics of respectability, to put it very mildly, and in my chapter on The Mad Man I explore
the ways in which Delany’s work offers an opportunity to interrogate black and gay
respectability discourses.

Education, Literacy and the Black Literary Tradition
In his book Figures in Black: Words, Signs and the “Racial” Self (1987) Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. identified an intricate relationship between literary criticism and black literary
production. He states that “few literary traditions have begun or been sustained by such a
complex ironic relation to their criticism: allegations of an absence led directly to a presence, a
literature often inextricably bound in a dialogue with its potentially harshest critics” (26). From
Thomas Jefferson’s dismissal of Phillis Wheatley’s poetry in Notes on the State of Virginia to
Hegel’s suggestion that “Africa is no historical part of the world, it has no movement or
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development to exhibit,” (20) black literature was burdened with the need to prove black
humanity against the weight of Western historical and philosophical theories.
Unlike almost every other literary tradition, the Afro-American literary tradition was
generated as a response to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century allegations that persons of
African descent did not, and could not, create literature. Philosophers and literary critics,
such as Hume, Kant, Jefferson, and Hegel, seemed to decide that the absence or presence
of a written literature was the measure of the potential, innate humanity of a race. The
African living in Europe or in the New World seems to have felt compelled to create a
literature both to demonstrate implicitly that blacks did indeed possess the intellectual
ability to create a written art and to indict the several social and economic institutions that
delimited the humanity of all black people in Western cultures. (26)

This history is the source of what Gates calls black literature’s “ironic relationship” to Western
critical theory, and is also the source of some black intellectual resistance to using such theories
to analyze black literature. “For the ex-slave,” Gates writes, “to become subjects, as it were,
black ex-slaves had to demonstrate their language-using capacity before they could become
social and historical entities. In short, slaves could inscribe their selves only in language” (105).
Thus from the beginning, black writing and black education were never simply about individual
achievement but were always bound up with ideas of racial destiny, the intellectual competence
of the race, and the suitability of blacks for democratic citizenship.

One important way to view the academic novel is that it is part of a long tradition of
“education as liberation” in black writing. Gates’s study showed how black writing was often
deployed strategically as an assertion of black humanity. Literacy and education were also seen
as essential for black self-determination after emancipation. One of the most powerful
statements about education came in Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass where Douglass
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wrote about the fact that it was illegal to educate slaves in many states, and chronicled his own
efforts to achieve literacy with the secret help of his slaveholder’s wife. For Douglass, and for
other writers of slave narratives, literacy was a gateway to consciousness and even a practical
tool that gave slaves the reading skills that could aide in a physical escape from enslavement.
Black writers after emancipation and throughout the 20th century often drew on these slave
narratives and their stories of education as liberation - in memoirs such as Richard Wright’s
Black Boy and The Autobiography of Malcolm X, and in fiction works such as Alice Walker’s
The Color Purple, Sapphire’s Push, and Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Parable of
the Talents. Though the works that I am reading in this study deal with a level of education far
above basic literacy, they all carry in them this fundamental idea of knowledge as a tool of
liberation and freedom, even while they also contain various critiques of higher education.

When it comes to the focus of this dissertation on blackness as a theme within academic
novels, the way that Gates approached the work of black literary criticism is also relevant to the
way that I am framing the Black Academic Novel. In Figures in Black Gates explored the
development of formal literary criticism on black literature, reviewing the 1970s including the
work of critics such as Addison Gayle, Stephen Henderson and Houston Baker. In short Figures
in Black was an attempt to create a formal black literary criticism that did not rely on racial
essentialism, and did not insist that only black critics could read and interpret a black text. In
effect it was a rejection of what Gates called the “race and superstructure” model of black
literary analysis. In this paradigm, consciousness is predetermined by color and culture.

The

problem with this model, as Gates sees it, is that blackness is treated as an entity rather than a
metaphor or sign. Blackness is something that just is, rather than something writers do. Perhaps
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the most important, most quoted and most controversial sentence from the book is this:
“Blackness is not a material object, an absolute, or an event, but a trope” (40).
The main works that I focus on are all by writers who identify as black, and I bring in
their own autobiographies and self-identification when it is relevant. However I do like to
emphasize that I prefer to take a “both/and” perspective on matters of identity rather than one
that forces all work into an “either/or” dichotomy. Samuel R. Delany was born into a prominent
educated Harlem family with an interracial background. Some members of the family chose to
pass for white, something Delany discusses anecdotally in his article “Some Queer Notions
About Race.” 17 Delany’s writings often refer to his own experiences of being interpreted as
racially ambiguous, though his immediate family was insistent upon identifying politically with
the black community. His aunts were the well-known Delany sisters, Sadie and Bessie Delany,
who became famous late in life for their bestselling book Having Our Say. As Samuel Delany
put it once when asked about the identity politics in his own writing, “we are at a particular time
when it’s a good idea to acknowledge all sorts of identities. Not only am I a gay writer, I’m a
science fiction writer, I’m a black writer, and I juggle all these things. And sometimes I let them
drop, spectacularly all over the floor. But I try not to feel guilty about it when I do.” (Duberman,
Queer Representations, 368)
However, this intersectionality should not obscure the fact that some oppressive
categories can matter more than others in a society circumscribed by racial subjugation under the
law, and one point that I emphasize in this dissertation is that the academic novel is inextricably
bound up with the politics of black intellectuals. There have been many volumes written about
17
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the politics of the black intellectual, the most prominent of which is Harold Cruse’s The Crisis of
the Negro Intellectual: A Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black Leadership (1967). Cruse’s
book was a groundbreaking work in that it synthesized several of the most prominent statements
on black artists and intellectuals from writers such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, Langston
Hughes, James Baldwin, and Lorainne Hansberry, and Cruse insisted that there was a black
intellectual culture worthy of extensive critical attention. Problems with the rather large and
unwieldy book have been well noted, including the fact that whole thing was essentially a
polemical argument that black nationalism was the proper ideology of the black intellectual.
There was also Cruse’s tendency to divide black intellectuals into an overdetermined dichtomoy
between “integrationists” and “nationalists,” as well as his nasty attacks on Caribbean
intellectuals. Still, the book towers over the field and is essential reading in black intellectual
history.
Many studies of black intellectuals have been published in the 40 years after the
publication of The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. Throughout this dissertation I will refer to
several of these relevant critical works on the politics of the black intellectual including works by
Ann Ducille, Robert Reid-Pharr, Adolph Reed, Jr., and Hortense Spillers. Jerry Watts is also
among these post-Cruse scholars, and his book Heroism and the Black Intellectual: Ralph
Ellison, Politics, and Afro-American Intellectual Life, not only provides some analysis of the
significance of Ralph Ellison’s career, but uses Ellison’s life and work as an opportunity to
theorize about the history and politics of the black intellectual. As he wrote:

“The [sociology of intellectuals] approach tends to treat intellectuals as a semi-selfconscious social strata, a knowledge elite. Because of the language, analytical, and
information processing skills that intellectuals possess, they play certain key roles in the
social order. In studying the sociology of the intelligentsia, we seek to understand the
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various roles that intellectuals traditionally play (that is, as legitimators of power or as
critics of power) and to link these roles to the various occupations that intellectuals tend
to inhabit (journalists, teachers, propagandists). The quality of the diversity of the roles
intellectuals are allowed to assume has ultimately something to do with their political
behavior as a group.” (14)

The intellectual, as Watts describes him/her in this passage need not be a practicing
academic. And the black literary tradition is full of intelligent autodidacts who operated outside
of academia as artists, teachers, archivists and scholars. It is important to keep in mind that it has
only been within the last forty or fifty years that mainstream predominantly white academic
institutions embraced African-American studies at all, and thus scholars of black history and
literature often operated on the margins of the academy, even on the margins of historically black
colleges and universities. 18
Academia, I believe, plays a fundamental role in the “how” of black intellectual practice.
In another of his books on black intellectuals Amiri Baraka: The Politics and Art of a Black
Intellectual (2001), Jerry Watts writes that “…traditional Afro-American intellectuals, like all
traditional intellectuals, have as one of their priorities the reproduction of themselves as
intellectuals…Whatever provides the time and space to write or paint becomes a priority for
intellectuals” (8). While the idea of the independent, free floating “public” intellectual, untainted
by bureaucratic connections, is a seductive notion, working as an academic provides the
intellectual with access to a steady salary, (sometimes) health insurance, and (sometimes) the
occasional sabbatical to complete creative or critical work. Thus academia has served as an
attractive career for black intellectuals to sustain themselves. I suspect that in the years to come,
18
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with the collapse of traditional book publishing and newspapers and magazines, and as
digitization continues to slash the revenue streams for intellectuals who could once live frugally
as non-academic writers and speakers, we will see some statistics to support the fact that
academia has become even more of an important space for all practicing intellectuals in America.
All of the writers covered in the main chapters of this study have spent significant time as
university professors and, presumably, have used their experiences in higher education to write
their academic novels. However, I must also mention that none of the three main writers I cover
in this dissertation has a Ph.D. Percival Everett has an M.A. in Fiction Writing from Brown
University. Ishmael Reed and Samuel R. Delany both spent time as undergraduates – Reed at
the University at Buffalo (formerly SUNY Buffalo), and Samuel Delany at City College of New
York, CUNY – but neither earned a college degree. All three writers have taught and lectured
extensively in universities under their credentials as prolific writers and scholars.

TL;DR, or The Black Academic Novel in the 21st Century
Our generation – we subscribe to the old liberal doctrine of the inviolate self. It’s the
great tradition of realistic fiction, it’s what novels are all about. The private life in the
foreground, history a distant rumble of gunfire, somewhere offstage. In Jane Austen not
even a rumble. Well, the novel is dying, and us with it. No wonder I can never get
anything out of my novel-writing class at Euphoric State. It’s an unnatural medium for
their experience. Those kids (gestures at screen) are living a film, not a novel.
- David Lodge, Changing Places (p. 250)
Having addressed some criticism on the academic novel, black literary theory, and the
history of black education, I would like to briefly turn my attention to the future of the novel in
the 21st century, and the place of the black academic novel in that future. Perhaps, as Kenneth
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Warren suggests in What Was African American Literature? (2011), we are already past the time
when we can speak of a coherent field called black literature as a present reality, and the AfricanAmerican novel is a thing of the past. Perhaps, as he implies, the political changes of integration
over the last half of the twentieth century, along with media fragmentation, have made our old
categories and critical tools for studying African-American literature irrelevant now.

The rapid expansion of digital media has created a great deal of anxiety about the future
of the novel, the future of the book, and by extension, the very practices of reading and writing.
The book publishing industry is contracting – even in a state of panic. E-Readers and e-books
are doing brisk business, yet it is impossible to ignore the fact that digital distribution requires a
fundamentally different set of reading skills than the ones that have been developed with the long
history of “the book.” However, this is also an exciting opportunity to both revisit the history of
reading practices that many of us had long taken for granted, and to re-evaluate the history of the
book as an object. While television and film have already prompted conversations about the
future of literature, the explosion of laptop computing, mobile devices, digital video platforms,
and social networking, have required some serious critical analysis on what all of this technology
is doing to us as readers and thinkers.

I think some concern about the novel’s future is warranted. It is reasonable to question
whether the long form of the novel will survive in the great competition for attention that defines
the digital era. Shorter forms of written communication in blogging and social networking make
it unlikely the next generation will have the reading endurance to handle the novel form. Hence
the popular internet acronym tl;dr – Too Long, Didn’t Read – a common sarcastic response to
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articles, blog posts, or message board comments that appear too long and intricate to engage with.
To be fair, young people, and all of us who are immersed in digital media, are expected to
consume and digest more reading than ever before, with email, texts, blog posts, and other social
network communications becoming a part of daily social life, and increasingly a part of
professional life as well. But where does that leave the long, imaginative artistic form of the
novel?
In a recent interview, Philip Roth, author of several academic novels, gave a rather dire
assessment of the future of his chosen art form. In a video interview with Tina Brown of The
Daily Beast he stated:
It’s the print that's the problem, it's the book, the object itself…To read a novel requires a
certain amount of concentration, focus, devotion to the reading. If you read a novel in
more than two weeks you don't read the novel really. So I think that kind of concentration
and focus and attentiveness is hard to come by – it's hard to find huge numbers of people,
large numbers of people, significant numbers of people, who have those qualities. 19
And when asked about the advent of e-readers as a replacement for physical book distribution,
Roth’s pessimism continued, “the book can't compete with the screen. It couldn't compete
beginning with the movie screen. It couldn't compete with the television screen, and it can't
compete with the computer screen. Now we have all those screens, so against all those screens I
don’t think the book can measure up. I may be wrong.” Of course, this is merely one writer’s
opinion on the matter, but the digital changes that Roth speaks about are hard to ignore, and
literary scholars must find ways to practice our scholarship and teaching in the digital intellectual
environment that we all work in now.

19
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Kathleen Fitzpatrick has written extensively about digital media and literature, and her
book The Anxiety of Obsolescence: The American Novel in the Age of Television (2006)
addresses the ways in which writers have responded to the encroachment of film, television and
computers into literary life, as writers, critics and readers. Her study actually includes some
academic novels and academic novelists, such as Richard Powers’s Galatea 2.2, Don Dellillo’s
White Noise and Mao II. And she also includes a section on David Foster Wallace, whose critical
essays addressed the role of television in contemporary literature. As she writes: “The prospect
of too many books here is made to present a technological problem – one of information storage
and retrieval - but with a problem of discernment lurking behind it, the difficulty of sorting the
good from the bad, the worthwhile from the waste of time, the canonical from the non[canonical]” (21).

While the novels she covers deal directly with technology in a more

intensive way than the novels covered in my own study, all the novels that I analyze in detail in
the main chapters of this project were written in the last two decades of the 20th century. They
all include references to film and television and in different ways, and they all confront the
inescapable influence of mass media and popular culture on intellectual life. Fitzpatrick,
borrowing Harold Bloom’s anxiety formulation popularized in the Anxiety of Influence, writes
that:
In what follows by relying heavily on studies of the rise of individual technologies, I
trace a common thread of anxiety that runs through the histories of the new
communications media that have arisen since the mid-nineteenth century. The cultural
discourse that surrounds such technological change has repeatedly invoked three separate
yet intertwined concepts about the new forms: technologies of mechanization have
produced concerns about dehumanization; technologies of image production have been
greeted with concerns about illusion and ideology; and technologies of interconnection
have confronted concerns about the loss of the individual. (27)
In short, the Anxiety of Obsolescence in literature circulates around “the machine” “the spectacle”
and “the network” (28). References to “illusion and ideology” and the technologies of image
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production are directly addressed in Percival Everett’s Erasure, and I bring in Fitzpatrick’s ideas
to help tease out the media critique in Everett’s work.

One essay that greatly informs Fitzpatrick’s work is John Barth’s “The Literature of
Exhaustion,” an essay that seems to have gained even more cultural currency as digital media has
grown and as writers and scholars find ourselves swamped in an overproduction of books and
digital media. In the essay John Barth writes, “whether historically the novel expires or persists
as a major art form seems immaterial to me; if enough writers and critics feel apocalyptical about
it, their feeling becomes a considerable cultural fact, like the feeling that Western civilization, or
the world, is going to end rather soon” (72). As the author of influential academic novels such as
The End of the Road and Giles Goat-Boy, Barth often wrote about the university as a site of
literary production and activity. Taking a cue from Barth, Fitzpatrick encourages writers to
embrace the apocalyptic dread associated with writing in the digital age. If people really are
feeling this way, then that means these feelings can be fodder for our artists, in the same way that
technologies such as the train, automobile, airplane, radio, film and the atomic bomb were
incorporated into the creative work of earlier generations.

All of the novels that I write about in the main chapters of the dissertation were published
after 1990. Many of the novels that I list in the bibliography were written and published in the
latter half of the 20th century amid these technological changes. What media saavy literary
theorists can show us is that we need not completely replace one technology with another, and
that creative forms can co-exist, and in fact are co-existing now, as novel readers take to the web
to share their interest in books on blogs and social media. As Fitzpatrick puts it, “writing about
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the end of the novel is, after all, still writing” (25). While I have my suspicions about the next
generation of readers, these so-called digital natives who do not remember a time before the
Internet, and have never read books without having the Internet’s presence tempting distraction
at every minute, I like Fitzpatrick’s optimisms for literature, and I think her ideas about the
meaning of the novel in the digital age are important in helping us find strategies teaching
literature in concert with network technology. In my conclusion I explore some ideas about the
future of the Black Academic Novel amid these technological, economic and political changes.

A Brief History of the Black Academic Novel

The following section is an historical overview of the black academic novel, with some
brief comments on a few representative examples from each period. I include this overview to
help illuminate an ongoing engagement with higher education by black novelists over the course
of the 20th century. I have included an appendix with a bibliography of black academic fiction
which gives many more examples of black academic novels than I can cover in this section.

1) “Educating and Uplifting the Race, 1899-1920”
This early period of black academic fiction does not contain much in the way of novels,
but there are several significant stories and non-fiction narratives related to academia which set
the stage for academic novels to come after them.
Earlier in this chapter I discussed W.E.B. Du Bois, and the significance of his story “Tom
Brown at Fisk.” Du Bois’s landmark essay collection Souls of Black Folk (1903) also contains a
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short work of academic fiction, “Of the Coming of John,” a moral parable about the color line in
which two young men, both named John, one black and one white, take different courses
throughout their lives, and then converge in a horrible act of violence.
The era also included some important autobiographical narratives on black higher
education such as Booker T. Washington’s 1901 autobiography Up from Slavery, and Anna Julia
Cooper’s A Voice from the South (actually first published in 1892). Cooper certainly deserves
much more consideration for the way her educational theories pushed and challenged Du Bois
and Washington, and for being an advocate of black women in higher education in an era
dominated by vocal race men. Given Washington’s high profile, and political importance, Up
From Slavery remains one of the most important books about black education. Though it is
meant to be a non-fiction account of Washington’s life and education, scholars have also made
note of the narrative devices that Washington used to make the book more strategically appealing.
As William Andrews notes in the Introduction to the Oxford World Classics edition of the book,
“what made Up from Slavery different, and virtually guaranteed its popularity among an
extensive white readership, was Washington’s skill in masking his personal and social agenda
behind an apparently simple, almost folksy, brand of unassuming storytelling” (xii).
However, the most substantial work of academic fiction from this time was Sutton
Grigg’s novel Imperium in Imperio, which is probably the first college novel in AfricanAmerican literature. It is not included in John Kramer’s bibliography, but its 1899 publication
date places it among the earliest college novels in American literature. The novel follows the
parallel lives of two young men, Belton Piedmont and Bernard Belgrave. Belton, the darkskinned young man from a poor farming family eventually goes on to attend Stowe College
(named for Harriet Beecher Stowe author of the famous novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin). Bernard
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Belgrave on the other hand is a fair-skinned young man who represents that segment of the black
community in which the phenomenon of “passing for white” was common. His mother is a
woman of means secretly living off of money from the child’s wealthy white father (later
revealed to be a very prominent white politician). She is able to give him a comfortable life and
the best education, eventually sending him to Harvard University where he studies law.
The novel is also notable for its fantastic plot about an alternative black government
existing underground at a (fictional) small black college in Texas called Thomas Jefferson
College. Disenchanted with the lack of legal rights for African-Americans under U.S law, this
cadre of black leaders had plans to seize land in Texas and form an independent black nation.
This plot development is an interesting proto-black nationalist statement and it includes Griggs’s
astute observations on the precarious legal status of blacks in America.
One passage from Griggs’s Imperium and Imperio that stands out is one in which he
subtly anticipates the new direction for black politics in the coming century: “The cringing,
fawning, sniffling, cowardly Negro which slavery left, had disappeared, amid a new Negro, selfrespecting, fearless, and determined in the assertion of his rights was at hand” (62). Here is an
early articulation of this idea of “The New Negro,” an idea which grew exponentially in 1920s,
particularly in the neighborhood of Harlem in New York, and helped to change the course of
African-American history, literature and culture.

2) “The New Negro, 1920-1954”
This next era includes more actual academic novels, and builds on the educational
achievements of the post-emancipation era. It begins with the 1920s and the New Negro
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Movement and ends with the Brown v. the Board of Education decision of 1954 which paved the
way for integration, and signaled a new era of interracial schooling. Eventually, after this period,
a new militancy develops among a different generation of black intellectuals who experienced
the civil rights movements of the 1950s and 60s.
Chester Himes’s The Third Generation, published in 1951, is the perfect bridge between
the “Uplift” and “New Negro” historical periods. In the heavily autobiographical novel Himes
reflects back on that earlier period of black education in the South with the story of a black
family headed by a professor of industrial education, his bi-racial wife, and their three sons, the
youngest of which, Charles, is a stand-in for Chester Himes himself. His description of the
professor at the small black college articulates the meaning of these schools for its rural black
student population:
Professor Taylor liked it there. In spite of the indignities there was a certain inalienable
dignity in the work itself, in bringing enlightenment to these eager young black people. It
wasn’t as if they could come there with the easy assurance of an upper Bostonian
enrolling in Harvard. For what they learned, they and their mothers and fathers and
sisters and brothers paid in privation, in calico in January, corn-pone diets and pellagra
deaths. Professor Taylor was one of them, a little short, black, pigeon-toed bowlegged,
nappy-headed man; he’d come from the same background with the same traditions; he
was just more fortunate. (68)

This period also includes “Professor” a short story by Langston Hughes first published in
1935. The story is about a black male professor of sociology navigating the spaces between
black institutions of higher education, and the home of a wealthy white philanthropist who
supported them. The main character is a sociologist, and most likely inspired by W.E.B. Du
Bois, and the politics of black higher education during his time.
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Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952) has been listed by other critics as an academic
novel, though the novel isn’t entirely about academia. John Kramer includes it in his
bibliography under “student-centered fiction.” The novel begins in a college setting, and then the
narrator moves on to his picaresque adventures in the city. However, its vivid depiction of The
Institute, a college based on Tuskegee Institute where Ellison attended, is among the most wellknown representations of black college life in American literature. Ralph Ellison’s critical
legacy plays a significant role in Percival Everett’s Erasure.
Another important academic novel from this period is J. Saunders Redding’s Stranger
and Alone (1950). In her chapter on Stranger and Alone in The Postwar African American Novel
(2011), Stephanie Brown suggests that Ellison cribbed some elements of Invisible Man’s college
scenes from Redding’s campus novel, including the depiction of the college president, Dr.
Bledsoe. 20 In fact, Brown identifies Stranger and Alone as the first black campus novel (though,
I would argue that this is actually Griggs’s Imperium in Imperio.) Stephanie Brown is the only
other literary critic I’ve seen who has specifically identified the black academic novel as a genre
(or sub-genre).
In her reading of Stranger and Alone, Brown makes important distinctions between the
concerns of the academic novels of white writers, and those by black writers. Brown’s
interpretations here resonant with my own theorization of the black academic novel earlier in this
chapter, and I quote her at length:
Whereas the mid-twentieth century academic novel and its many offspring in subsequent
decades take as a given the notion that the college campus is a circumscribed
environment whose hothouse ideas and politics wilt in the harsh light of the real world,
Stranger and Alone takes the position that, for blacks, higher education is the real world.
20
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Demonstrating both the relevance of education to “real life” and the centrality of
“academic” debate to political discourse, Stranger and Alone presents the reader with a
generic revision that is simultaneously a political intervention, presciently revealing the
ease with which the typical narrative of the postwar campus novel would make itself
complicit in marginalizing the intellectual work of university communities. At the same
time Redding’s novel explores the complexities of the position of historically black
colleges in the decades preceding the civil rights movement: these campuses were hardly
ivory towers. Historically black institutions found themselves prey to a host of problems
largely irrelevant to the small liberal arts colleges and state universities that provide the
settings for most campus fiction; many of these problems derived from practical issues of
funding and accreditation as well as more abstract questions about their utility and
purpose. Consequently these institutions were in no position to shelter their faculties and
students. White intellectuals commonly perceived these schools as spaces in which
African Americans could find respite from the burden of life in a racist society, if only
for the period of their study; Redding debunks such myths. (150-151)

Brown goes on to dissect the intraracial politics in Redding’s novel, showing that while the black
college did serve as a space for educational opportunities for black students, these places were
fraught with debates about class, color and political ideology. Though they were designed to
uplift and encourage black students, it was impossible to isolate them from the ugly realities of
the white supremacist society which made these institutions necessary.

3) “Integration and Nationalism, 1954-1980”
An important recent study that frames this period of black higher education is Ibram
Rogers’s The Black Campus Movement: Black Students and the Racial Reconstitution of Higher
Education, 1965-1972 (2012). As Rogers discusses, between 1965 and 1972, African American
students at over one-thousand of America’s colleges, including HBCUs and predominantly white
colleges and universities, organized and protested for black studies programs, black studies
courses, black faculty, and higher black student enrollments. Rogers sees this movement as part
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of a larger struggle for black power, and these protests were supported by white, Hispanic, Asian
American, and Native American students. The Black Campus Movement illuminates the context
of this transformative period in American higher education and helps to frame the academic
novels of this era.
Perhaps no novel articulates the feelings of black student militancy as well as Gil-Scott
Heron’s 1972 novel The Nigger Factory. It begins with a manifesto that articulates the black
nationalist approach to higher education, and announces the arrival of a new black consciousness
on college campuses, a consciousness which resists the politics of conformity and respectability
instilled in students of historically black colleges with their histories of uplift ideology.
Black students in the 1970s will not be satisfied with Bullshit Degrees or Nigger
Educations. They are aware of the hypocrisy and indoctrination and are searching
for other alternatives. With the help of those educators who are intelligent enough
to recognize the need for drastic reconstruction there will be a new era of Black
thought and Black thinkers who enter the working world from colleges aware of
the real problems that will face them and not believing that a piece of paper will
claim a niche for them in society-at-large. The education process will not
whitewash them into thinking that their troubles are over. They will come out as
Black people. (246)

The book, Heron’s first novel, was inspired by his experiences as a student at Lincoln University
in Pennsylvania, a school that he attended specifically to follow in the footsteps of one of his
literary heroes, Langston Hughes who graduated from there in 1926. The title of the book is the
author’s crude term for black colleges where students were indoctrinated into the bourgeois
assimilationist politics of the black “Talented Tenth.” Set in a fictional college in Virginia called
Sutton University it chronicles the exploits of a student group called MJUMBE - Members of
Justice United for Meaningful Black Education.
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The dominant paradigm of most black academic novels is that of a main character who is
a practicing black academic – either a graduate student, or a university professor. The settings
usually include the university campus, the academic conference or some other such academic
space. Paule Marshall’s The Chosen Place, the Timeless People (1969) does not contain the
archetypal black professor, but rather shows black intellectuals who are marginal to the academy
or outside of it altogether, including its main character Merle Kinbona. The academic “space” is
Bourne Island, a fictional British Caribbean island, and the narrative follows a team of
anthropologists visiting the island. The island is home for its citizens, but to these
anthropologists it is “the field,” that place where social scientists go to live and work amongst a
population of research subjects. Funded by a lucrative American research institute, they are there
to research and learn about the people and economy of Bournehills, long considered the most
unassimilable and impoverished section of the Island. Through flashbacks we find that Merle
Kinbona has some significant formal education, having spent time studying West Indian history
in London. The research team is led by Saul Amron, a Jewish-American anthropologist. He is
accompanied by his wife Harriet Amron, a monied heiress from Philadelphia, and research
assistant Allen Fuso (who is an intriguing queer figure in the novel). Merle Kinbona, their host
in Bournehills, is the spiritual center of the novel, and serves as an intermediary between the
people of Bournehills and this new contingent of outsiders.
Paule Marshall also published a piece of short academic fiction called “Brooklyn,”
featured in her story collection Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961). “Brooklyn” is about a young
black female student at a college in downtown Brooklyn (which closely resembles the New York
City College of Technology, CUNY). In the story she is known only by the name that her
professor calls her, “Miss Williams.” She is taking a French class with an older Jewish male
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professor, an academic who lost his job in a McCarthyist purge at his former school, and who
fell into teaching at the small college. The professor latches on to her and tries to seduce the
talented young student who is on a summer break from teaching high school in the South and
working toward a master’s degree in French. It is set in a time before the term “sexual
harassment” became part of the popular lexicon, but sexual harrasment is precisely what
Marshall depicts in the story. The end of the story plays out as a bit of a revenge fantasy, as the
student accepts an invitation to the professor’s upstate home only to tell him off and confront
him about how his advances have affected her. The story is striking in that it touches upon many
of the important topics in higher education in its time, including integration, women’s rights,
McCarthyism, and black-Jewish relations.

4) “Capitalism and The Culture Wars, 1980- present”
This era begins with the 1980 election of conservative Republican president Ronald
Wilson Reagan in 1980. As I explain in detail in my chapter on Japanese by Spring, Reagan
earned his conservative stripes as Governor of the state of California, and it was his crackdown
on student activism on college campuses in California that contributed to his legacy as a
politician who would put down left-wing protests and be a fierce champion of capitalist values in
the White House. It was during the Reagan administration that we saw the fall of the Soviet
Union, the defeat of communism and a further expansion of global financial markets.
These market values would become even more aggressive on college campuses with
further managerialization of the campus, and universities such as New York University and
others expanding into global multinational corporations. Some of the touchstones of this era
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include the breakdown of tenure, increasing use of adjunct professors for instruction, the slashing
of academic programs in the humanities, the digitization of knowledge, and the growth of online
distance education. Also concurrent with these phenomena has been the growth of profitable
sports programs with massive TV contracts and corporate sponsorship. In the last few years
we’ve seen growing critiques of the false “amateurism” of big time college sports, particularly
Division I football and basketball.
This era also includes The Culture Wars, a period of noisy debates about college
curricula, particularly the inclusion of ethnic and gender studies programs, courses and degrees.
All of these novels depict the university embroiled in different aspects of the culture wars, but
Ishmael Reed in Japanese by Spring specifically engages with the various meanings of “Culture
War” and expounds on it throughout the novel in a story about academia, multiculturalism and
military conflict.
Black academic novels have flourished in this period. Over 70% of the novels in my
bibliography were published after 1980. They represent a range of forms, settings and political
and aesthetic concerns. Other novels from this period include David Bradley’s The Chaneysville
Incident (1981), Reginald McKnight’s He Sleeps (2002), Zadie Smith’s On Beauty (2005), and
the Ivy League mystery novels by Pamela Thomas-Graham, A Darker Shade of Crimson (1999),
Blue Blood (1999), and Orange Crushed (2005). They include legal novels such as law
professor Stephen Carter’s Emperor of Ocean Park (2002) and New England White (2007). The
satirical novel Pym (2011) by Mat Johnson, like Percival Everett’s Erasure, is another novel
about a black professor dealing with authenticity politics.

89

The era also includes representations of black college life on screen such as the popular
television show A Different World (1987-1993), the Spike Lee film School Daze (1988), and
more recent additions such as the The Great Debaters (2007) a film produced by Oprah Winfrey
which features Denzel Washington as the poet and professor Melvin Tolson, and John
Singleton’s Higher Learning (1995), a film that depicts a grab bag of campus issues from
affirmative action to date rape to gun violence, and more.
The three main novels that I review in detail in the following chapters were all composed
during this era of culture wars and capitalism, and I begin my close readings of the black
academic novel with a novel that dives right into the culture wars, Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by
Spring.
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Chapter Two
Culture Warriors: Multiculturalism and the Black Professor in Ishmael Reed’s Japanese
by Spring.
The opening paragraph of Ishmael Reed’s satirical academic novel Japanese by Spring,
contains many of the elements of Reed’s unique narrative style: satirical wit, playful puns, and
plenty of allusions. The passage also introduces us to Benjamin “Chappie” Puttbutt, and his
inescapable ties to the discipline and strategy of military life, qualities that will come in handy to
him as a participant in the academic Culture Wars.
When Benjamin “Chappie” Puttbutt’s mom and dad said Off to the Wars, they really
meant it. George Eliott Putbutt was a two-star Air Force general, cited and decorated for
distinguishing himself in two of the three great yellow wars, the wars against Japan,
Korea, and Vietnam, and Ruby Puttbutt’s star was on the rise as a member of the United
States Intelligence community. As a military brat Benjamin knew the techniques of
survival and so, after reading that Japan would become a future world power, Puttbutt
began to study Japanese while enrolled at the Air Force Academy during the middle
sixties. It was the end of an upbringing characterized by regimen and discipline. George
and Ruby Puttbutt’s idea of education was similar to John Milton’s. In his “Of
Education,” he recommends that “two hours before supper [students]…be called out to
their military motions, under sky or convert according to the season, as was the Roman
wont; first on foot, then, as their age permits, on horseback, to all the art of cavalry…in
all the skill of embattling…fortifying, besieging, and battering, with all the helps of
ancient and modern stratagems tactics and warlike maxims.” That’s not the only attitude
they shared with Milton. With their continuous need for enemies, their motto could have
been taken from Milton’s panegyric for Cromwell: New Foes Arise.: Their favorite
blues singer was “Little Milton.” Their favorite comedian Milton Berle. (3-4)

In Japanese by Spring Ishmael Reed satirizes the period of intellectual debates in the 1980s and
1990s that we have come to call “The Culture Wars.” Through this story about a neoconservative black literature professor at a California college in the early 1990s, Reed analyzes
the different positions taken up by black intellectuals during this contentious time and examines
some of the political implications of multicultural education in academia. As the literary critic
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Daryl Dickson-Carr wrote about the Reed’s novel in African-American Satire: The Sacredly
Profane Novel (2001): “Japanese by Spring represents Ishmael Reed’s concatenation of the
intensely fierce debates over the meaning of multiculturalism in U.S. academia in the late 1980s
and early 1990s, offering in novel form Reed’s vision of what a productive, transcendent
multiculturalism should be, as opposed to what it has become in the face of American cynicism”
(196-197). With Japanese by Spring Ishmael Reed practices what David Palumbo-Liu calls a
“critical multiculturalism,” a multiculturalism which “explores the fissures, tensions, and
sometimes contradictory demands of multiple cultures, rather than (only) celebrating the
plurality of cultures by passing through them appreciatively” (5).
Approaching “The Culture Wars” requires a little bit of historical framing. Debates about
Western thought and shared cultural values did not just begin in the last two decades of 20th
century. Nevertheless the 1980s and 1990s in the American academy constitute a particular
period in history when the country’s racial and cultural heritage, and the way that it should be
taught and written about, occupied the minds of many in the popular media and in institutions of
higher education. As I’ve charted in this dissertation, there were numerous changes to the ethnic
and gender makeup of student bodies of American universities in the 1960s and 1970s. Students
and professors rallied for the inclusion of black studies program, as well as other ethnic studies
and gender studies programs and classes. The cultural changes of the 1960s and 1970s brought
on a backlash from the right wing in American politics which began to regroup under the
auspices of organizations such as Jerry Falwell’s evangelical Moral Majority, and with
conservative think tanks beginning to police higher education curricula and publicize the push
for multiculturalism in academia. The 1980 election of Ronald Reagan signaled a rightward shift
away from the Democratic administration of Jimmy Carter and represented a backlash against
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the civil rights activism, sexual hedonism, and financial turmoil of the 1970s. Journalist
Christian Caryl’s recent book Strange Rebels: 1979 and the Birth of the 21st Century (2013)
makes a case for 1979 as the most important historical turning point for our current moment
because of several significant developments in that year which reshaped the global community
including conservative religious revolutions in the West and the East. An early Economist
review of Caryl’s book described 1979 this way:
This was a year in which a series of momentous figures appeared on the world stage.
Margaret Thatcher won the general election and became Britain’s first woman prime
minister, staying in power for 11 years. Deng Xiaoping began to liberalise the Chinese
economy. Ayatollah Khomeini established an Islamic republic. Karol Wojtyla [Pope John
Paul II] travelled to Poland as the first Slavic pope. And in Afghanistan the mujahideen
rose up against Soviet rule with the tacit support of the United States. 21
In the U.S. academy of the 1970s and 1980s ethnic studies and gender studies departments and
programs began to take shape, and new critical paradigms such as Afrocentricity, queer theory,
and feminist theory gained currency. In Japanese by Spring Reed sifts through this complex
mixture of international and local developments, telling the story of a black male professor
navigating his way through a college in Oakland in the middle of a vicious Culture War in the
early 1990s.
Ishmael Reed’s dense interconnected references to political debates in Japanese by
Spring makes it a difficult and complicated novel to read in some parts. Reed’s extensive use of
pseudonyms for public figures further complicates the narrative by requiring the reader to bring
to the text some background knowledge about these debates in order to make sense of what is
going on and who is being satirized. The novel’s complex narrativity can also be attributed to
Reed’s jazz-inspired improvisational style of writing, thick with digressions and allusions. I
21
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think Edward Hower was correct in his 1993 New York Times review of the novel when he wrote
that, “The issue [of multiculturalism on campus] has become so convoluted that we need a
surrealist to deal with it. And now we’ve got one – Ishmael Reed.” 22
In her essay “Ishmael Reed’s Female Troubles,” first published in the Village Voice in
1986 and collected in her book Invisibility Blues (1990), cultural critic Michele Wallace provides
an apt description of Reed’s writing:
In Reed’s work characters and centuries come and go like color combinations in a
kaleidoscope. Critics praise his narrative speed and abruptness. It’s like watching a
Fellini, they say. It’s like bebop. The man has his finger on the pulse of the times.
Unencumbered by the uptight strategies of mimesis, this ‘cowboy in the boat of Ra’
improvises plots that are perversely eventful parodies of the stodgy predictabilities of the
Bildungsroman (Free-Lance Pallbearers, 1967), the Western (Yellowback Radio BrokeDown, 1969), the detective story (Mumbo Jumbo, 1972), the Greek tragedy (The Last
Days of Louisiana Red, 1974), the slave narrative (Flight to Canada, 1976), the Gothic
mystery (The Terrible Twos, 1982), and the epic (Reckless Eyeballing, 1986). (149)
I would add Japanese by Spring to that list as an extended improvisational riff on the academic
novel. To put it in analogy form: Japanese by Spring is to Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim what
Charlie Parker’s “Koko” was to the Ray Noble jazz standard “Cherokee,” a wildly inventive
reconfiguration of a familiar tune, reimagined and redeployed in the artist’s own creative
vernacular.
As the title of Michele Wallace’s essay indicates, Reed does have some “female troubles”
which have become an indelible part of the criticism on his work. The last novel she refers to,
Reckless Eyeballing, is one of Reed’s most intense and combative works against white feminists,
and against the black feminists who he sees as being exploited by a white feminist power
structure. Reed’s position is that despite their claims of being opposed to patriarchy, white
22
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feminists still function as an extension of white (male) supremacy. As Wallace begins in her
essay, “Last winter Ishmael Reed calmly explained to me that there was a media-wide
conspiracy to blame black men for male chauvinism; mainstream feminists, consolidating a
reconciliation with white men, needed a scapegoat – black men were it” (146). A recurring
formulation deployed throughout Ishmael Reed’s fiction and criticism is this: white women
scapegoat black men and depict them as violent, pathological and villainous, and black women,
who are brainwashed by these white women, participate in the same scapegoating and
destruction of black men. That formulation appears in Japanese by Spring, particularly in
Reed’s depictions of the Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill hearings. One of his most recent novels
Juice (2010) is narrated by a black male cartoonist who reflects on the O.J. Simpson case and
explores the pathologization of black men in the media coverage during the infamous trial and its
aftermath.
I debated with myself as to how I should address this aspect of Reed’s work in this
chapter. My first inclination was to put it off until later in the chapter, and try to approach
Japanese by Spring for the important academic novel that it is. Reed’s jeremiads against white
feminism are well known in black literary circles, but I was wary of the way that this particular
political issue swamps all discussion of his work, and obscures some of the genius and invention
in his writing, which is substantial. But as I have spent more time reading and thinking about
Reed’s work, I feel the gender issues needed to be addressed from the start. Again, my approach
to the black intellectual is one in which I try to place women and queer intellectuals at the center
of my formulations, even, and especially, when reading works by and about straight men. One
of the principle ways that marginalization of black women and black LGBT intellectuals happens
is when discussions of the black intellectual are conducted with an uncritical assumption of
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heterosexual manhood at the center. If I were writing an essay praising Thomas Jefferson’s ideas
about democracy and education and arguing that all Americans have benefitted from his thought,
and then at the end of the essay I casually dropped the line that, oh yeah, the guy owned 200
slaves, fathered several of them, and wrote extensively about the intellectual inferiority of black
people, it would be hard to take that essay seriously. I certainly do not mean to imply that
Reed’s sometimes snide remarks about feminists could in any way match the oppressive power
of a slaveholding President of the United States. That would be obscene. However, I am
suggesting that I owe it to my readers to know that Reed’s work has a troublesome relationship
to feminist thought from the beginning, and that any discussions of the black intellectual in his
work carries this burden. Furthermore, this is a topic that Reed himself has fearlessly engaged
many times, including in this novel, so addressing it here is perfectly consistent with his own
critiques.
That said, I have found Michele Wallace’s essay the perfect piece with which to address
Reed’s gender politics. Unlike some other critics of Reed her writing displays a profound
respect for his artistic talent and the quality of his ideas, even as she is troubled by some of his
attitudes toward women. Her critiques of Reed are delivered in the spirit of earnest engagement
with his work, and she skillfully navigates around some of the ad-hominem attacks that even
Reed himself has engaged in. As I delve more into the specific gender representations in the
novel I will return to a few more of Wallace’s insights later in the essay.
First, some synopsis of the narrative: Japanese by Spring is set in the fictional Jack
London College, located in Oakland, California. The location is critical to the story as the state
of California and its universities hold an important place in the culture wars. The former
Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan became the Governor of California in 1967 and presided over
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the state during the turbulent end of the 1960s when student activism began to explode on the
state’s college campuses, especially at the University of California-Berkeley. It was Reagan’s
vigorous response to student activism at Berkeley, including calling in the National Guard to
quell student protests, which turned him into a major player in the conservative Republican
movement, and earned him a reputation as the ultimate culture warrior, a politician willing to
fight against the unruly left and establish law and order throughout the U.S. From the student
activism in the UC system in the 1960s, to the Regents of the University of California v. Allan
Bakke Supreme Court case on affirmative action policies, to the 1980s controversy over
incorporating Ebonics as a method of teaching standard English, California became known as
one of the most important battlegrounds in the educational culture wars.
The city of Oakland plays a vital role as the setting of Japanese by Spring and it is central
in Reed’s life and work. In a more recent book Blues City: A Walk in Oakland (2003) Reed
expounded on his love for the city of Oakland, celebrating its multiculturalism by describing his
walks through the city’s different ethnic communities and street festivals. Reed began teaching
at Berkley in 1967, and he and his wife, choreographer and director Carla Blank, moved to
Oakland in 1979 where they continue to live today (Blues City, 18). The Bay Area has been a
particularly important site in the politics of higher education not only because of Berkeley. In
1966, two students named Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, who were enrolled at Meritt College,
a community college in Oakland, founded the Black Panther Party for Self Defense. In 1968 at
San Francisco State University student strikes erupted with demands for changes in the
administration, and these protests led to the founding of the nation’s first Ethnic Studies and
Black Studies programs. These and other developments are chronicled in some recent academic
monographs which re-evaluate the formation of black studies. They include From Black Power
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to Black Studies: How a Radical Social Movement Became an Academic Discipline (2007) by
Fabio Rojas; The Black Campus Movement: Black Students and the Racial Reconstitution of
Higher Education, 1965-1972 (2012) by Ibram H. Rogers; and The Black Revolution on Campus
(2012) by Martha Biondi.
In the genre of academic fiction this Bay Area setting was also satirized in David Lodge’s
academic novel Changing Places (1975) in the story of a British academic (Phillip Swallow) and
American academic (Morris Zapp) who take part in an exchange program to teach at each other’s
schools in 1969. In that novel Berkeley is thinly disguised under the pseudonym “Euphoric
State.” Reed’s Japanese by Spring is set in the Bay Area over 20 years later, when some of the
activists of the 1960s have become the proverbial “tenured radicals,” and the battle between left
and right continues over the curriculum of higher education.
The main character of the novel, Benjamin Puttbutt, was involved in the black
nationalism of the 1970s, but has since swung to the right. In this way he is modeled after such
high profile left-turned-right activists in the culture wars such as black economist Thomas
Sowell, who was a Marxist in his 20s, and David Horowitz, a Jewish conservative intellectual
who is a prominent critic of the academic left. Horowitz’s parents were members of the
American Communist Party, and Horowitz followed in their footsteps as a left-wing student
activist at Berkeley, but later renounced his politics and turned to the right and has now become a
conservative pundit and author, particularly known for attacking leftist bias in the academy. He
wrote about this transformation in a 1996 memoir Radical Son: A Generational Odyssey. His
other books include The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America, wherein
he lists some professors that he believes to be the most “dangerous” professors in the academy
(including several professors in my own City University of New York system). Horowitz has
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often encouraged conservative student watchdog groups to document and publicize left-wing
content in academic classrooms.
The conservative critique of academia in the latter half of the 20th century is perhaps
indebted to one major work in particular, William F. Buckley’s highly influential book God and
Man at Yale: The Superstitions of Academic “Freedom” first published in 1951. From this book
Buckley gave the conservative movement much of its language about secularism and liberal
indoctrination in higher education. Buckley’s ideas have been perpetuated by countless
conservative writers that followed after him, most recently in a book by Nathan Harden called
Sex and God at Yale (2012), which applies Buckley’s conservative critique to the issue of
sexuality on the Ivy League campus in recent years. The cover of the book imitates the same
style and lettering of Buckley’s book, and includes a foreword by William Buckley’s son
Christopher.
In the 1980s the concept of multiculturalism in higher education was analyzed by a range
of journalists and scholars. Two of the earliest conservative commentators in this field were
William Bennett and Allan Bloom. Bennett was the Secretary of Education in the Ronald
Reagan administration, and published To Reclaim A Legacy in 1984. Allan Bloom was a
philosophy professor at the University of Chicago, and his book, The Closing of the American
Mind, made the New York Times bestseller list in 1987. Some of the other works that followed
include books by Charles J. Sykes (Profscam, 1988), Lynne Cheney (Humanities in America,
1988), Dinesh D’Souza (Illiberal Education, 1991 and The End of Racism, 1995), and works by
black intellectuals such as Shelby Steele (The Content of Our Character, 1991) and the
economist Thomas Sowell, who has written extensively about higher education in a number of
books and articles.
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Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind (1987) which described “How Higher
Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students” (subtitle),
was perhaps the most important work that rallied the Right to the cause of defending the sanctity
of the Western Tradition in the curriculum of higher education. Bloom himself was among the
most fascinating and complicated among these right wing culture wars intellectuals, and he also
has the distinction of being the inspiration for an academic novel. The novelist Saul Bellow was
a close friend of Bloom’s and in 2000 Bellow published his last novel Ravelstein, an academic
novel based on the life of Bloom, fictionalized in the character Abe Ravelstein. The novel
addresses, among other issues, Bloom’s life as a decadent aesthete known for his expensive
tastes in designer clothing, art and home furnishings, and his secretive life as a closeted gay man
who died of AIDS in 1992. In a review of Bellow’s Ravelstein in the London Review of Books
journalist Christopher Hitchens examined the overlap between Abe Ravelstein and the real life
Allan Bloom:
Chaos, most especially the chaos identified with pissed-off African-Americans, was the
whole motif of The Closing of the American Mind. Bloom had taught at Cornell during
the campus upheaval of 1968, and never recovered from the moment when black students
produced guns to amplify their demands. (He also never reconciled himself to the ghastly
fondness of the young for rock music…) 23
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On its website the London Review of Books published an interesting response letter/email from a former Cornell
student, Paul Romney of Baltimore, Maryland, who quibbled with Hitchens’s interpretation of the 1968 incident:
“Christopher Hitchens writes that Allan Bloom 'never recovered from the moment when black students produced
guns to amplify their demands'. What actually happened was that black students at Cornell University occupied the
student union in the course of a quarrel with the university administration. Some time later they smuggled in guns
for self-defence after threats of violent retaliation from fraternity boys and local rednecks. The weapons made a fine
show when the students left the building after negotiating an agreement with the university, but that is the only time
they were seen. Later the same day, a black student leader broadcast a statement threatening that certain individuals
would soon die like dogs in the gutter. This prompted some professors and administrators, along with their families,
to seek shelter in local hotels. It gave rise to a hysteria from which Bloom for one, as Hitchens rightly notes, never
recovered. To most students, however (I was one), the idea that these individuals or their academic freedom were
seriously threatened seemed absurd. The student who made the broadcast threats subsequently became a big man on
Wall Street and a trustee of the university.”
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At times Japanese by Spring seems to read as a direct rebuttal to some of Bloom’s ideas
about Western thought, or more accurately, it reads as a rebuttal to the way that Bloom’s ideas
about Western thought were co-opted and deployed by right wing political pundits. Bloom
himself actually displayed a passion for higher education and the higher purposes of Western
philosophy that now seem grossly out of place in the hyper-corporatized, profit-driven
universities of the 21st century where humanities programs are being slashed, even departments
in Western languages and literatures, such as Greek, Latin, French, German and Italian.
In 1995 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar produced one particularly inventive leftleaning response to the culture wars. Their book Masterpiece Theater: An Academic Melodrama,
is a play based on the culture wars written in the form of a soap opera. In the work they splice
together several of the most quoted and controversial statements about higher education at the
time from various public figures. (Today, a cultural critic might refer to this piece as an exercise
in the “remix” or “mash-up” technique.) In the introduction Gubar and Gilbert refer to the
William Bennett and Allan Bloom position on higher education as the “Back to Basics” school.
They write,
This contingent tends to use words like excellence, universality, transcendence,
disinterestedness, and greatness to argue that the writings of Plato and Shakespeare,
Milton and Keats embody core truths of Western civilization, truths that teachers should
transmit as a legacy to students. In the view of these thinkers, the villains who have
threatened to splinter and politicize the humanities are obscure specialists or politically
correct, left-wing ideologues, all of whom speak to each other in incomprehensible jargon.
(xiv)
Yet, in this new assault on the multicultural project Gilbert and Gubar identify a curious strain of
anti-intellectualism.
Where the originators of the Great Books concept usually wanted students to read, say,
Plato so that they could learn to think for themselves, the Back to Basic Training army
wants students to read Plato so that Plato can think for them. In other words, rather than
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defining The Symposium as a work to be challenged, engaged or studied for its historical
significance, these warriors consider it a sort of sermon in stone, a monument of unaging
intellect to be unquestioningly worshipped as a source of timeless ideas and values.” (xvi)
Writing today it is impossible to talk about multicultural education without some mention of the
election of Barack Obama in 2008 as a major breakthrough in world politics. Among the things
that impressed the world about this former University of Chicago law professor was his
eloquence, his diverse cultural background and his cool, intellectual demeanor. From his
interracial parents, to his childhood in Indonesia, to his Muslim middle name and his father’s
Kenyan roots, to his membership in Trinity United Church of Christ, a Chicago church pastored
by Afrocentric minister Jeremiah Wright, to his Ivy League education and relatable persona
among educated white liberals, Obama represented a kind of cosmopolitanism that many global
citizens identified with and many American citizens saw as a powerful expression of the nation’s
multicultural democratic legacy. “Nowhere else on earth is my story even possible” Obama has
said on several occasions. At the same time, it was for these very reasons that he is also viewed
as a suspicious and dangerous shape-shifter by some on the Right, including the conservative
critic Dinesh D’Souza who made a popular documentary film 2016: Obama’s America, a film
released during the 2012 election cycle, and based on his 2010 book The Roots of Obama's Rage,
a book that argues, among other things, that Obama’s foreign-policy is rooted an in anti-Western
anti-colonialism that Obama inherited from his Kenyan father.
One of the interventions that Ishmael Reed makes with this novel is to trouble the very
metaphor of “The Culture Wars.” Reed also confronted this idea in the clever title of his edited
anthology Multi-America: Essays on Cultural Wars and Cultural Peace. Again, to borrow the
jazz metaphor, if Japanese by Spring is a riff on the academic novel, then the phrase “culture war”
is the chord structure around which its melody is built. In the novel Reed engages this idea by
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making his protagonist a black academic intellectual who has a strong military background. In
an interview about the novel Reed stated “I got a clue from Frank Chin about the parallels
between ancient tales from China and African-American folktales. That life is war, survival, and
how one uses tactics and strategies, so I use that as a metaphor in the novel” (Conversations,
349).
Benjamin “Chappie” Puttbutt is a third generation military man. In the novel we find
that his father named him after two black military icons, General Chappie James Jr. and General
Benjamin O. Davis, and he received his undergraduate education from the United States Air
Force Academy (182). Reed also incorporates a story line that emphasizes the many U.S. wars of
the 20th century, particularly the wars waged in the Asian nations of Japan, Korea and Vietnam.
In the novel Reed writes,
The language of warfare was being used by both the monoculturalists and
multiculturalists. David Kirp described this war as the Battle of the Books, and Henry
Louis Gates, Jr. mused, ‘How did we come to appraise works of cultural criticism in
terms appropriate to combat,’ and George Will, who in 1990 received more space to write
about black literature than any black writer, critic or scholar, said that while Secretary of
Defense Cheney was a general of the Gulf War, his wife Lynne Cheney was a general in
the war against diversity. (128)
Of course, Dick and Lynne Cheney eventually got the opportunity to wage much more war,
physical and cultural, during the years from 2000-2008 when Dick Cheney was Vice President in
the George W. Bush administration. Reed goes on to write that “The diversity movement would
win the Battle of the Books because it included artists. The other side was made up of education
bureaucrats, critics and historians” (128). The statement is indicative of Reed’s belief in the
transformative power of art, which is also a motif in his famous novel Mumbo Jumbo. In that
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novel the “Jes Grew” overtakes America precisely because its power comes from the realm of
spirit and myth and not merely in the cold, rational world of politics and bureaucracy.
Ishmael Reed was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 1938 and grew up in Buffalo, New
York. After graduating from high school in 1956, he briefly attended the University at Buffalo
(part of The State University of New York). For financial reasons Reed eventually withdrew
without taking a degree. He later moved to New York City in 1962. While there he was a
member of the Umbra Writers Workshop, an organization that was a vital part of the Black Arts
Movement. His first novel, The Freelance Pallbearers (a novel inspired in part by Ralph
Ellison’s Invisible Man) was published in 1967. That same year he and his wife Carla Blank
moved to Berkeley, California and soon relocated to the adjacent city of Oakland. He has mostly
lived in Oakland since that time. Reed has taught at the University of California at Berkeley
since the late 1960s and recently retired from teaching there. He has also held visiting
appointments at other academic institutions, including Yale, Harvard, Dartmouth, and
Washington University in St. Louis. 24
Perhaps the most important literary accomplishment to mention for the purposes of this
chapter is Ishmael Reed’s 1972 novel Mumbo Jumbo which some critics consider to be Reed’s
greatest work. In particular Henry Louis Gates, Jr. praises the work in his influential study on
black literature Figures in Black: Words, Signs and the “Racial” Self. In that book Gates
argued that Mumbo Jumbo was one of the most significant written examples of the AfricanAmerican critical tradition of “signifying.” In Mumbo Jumbo, as in Japanese by Spring, Reed
covers the battle between the defenders of Western thought and the incursions of the
24
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multicultural hordes. Writing about the Jazz Age of the 1920s in Mumbo Jumbo (from the
perspective of the 1960s), Reed depicts black culture as an amorphous contagion called the “Jes
Grew.” The Atonists, gatekeepers of the Western civilization and White America in the 20th
century, fight against the spread of “Jes Grew” as the nation finds itself infected with the
intoxicating rhythms of black music, language and dance.
In Postwar Academic Fiction: Satire, Ethics and Community, Kenneth Womack
interprets Japanese by Spring, and other works of academic fiction, through the lens of ethical
criticism. Womack explains how Reed employs the mode of satire to ridicule certain examples
of unethical behavior in the academic community:
By acknowledging such a vast range of cultural differences, multiculturalism addresses
the notions of individuality and autonomy that distinguish our experiences. Interpreted in
this manner, multiculturalism seems particularly ethical. Like ethical criticism, it
attempts to provide readers with a means for establishing vital interconnections between
texts and the heterogeneous community in which we live. (111-112)

When it comes to the battle between Monoculturalism and Multiculturalism, Ishmael Reed is
clearly on the side of the multicultural project, but in Japanese by Spring he also pushes those
who support multicultural education to think about multiculturalism in a rigorous way.
Throughout the novel Reed attempts to undercut and destabilize the simplistic dichotomy
between “Western” and “Multicultural” that was pervasive in so many political debates of the
culture wars. One of such formulations is the idea that Western thought is timeless, unitary and
universal while multicultural education is manufactured, fragmented and balkanized (a word that
recurs again and again as a slur in these debates). Reed takes aim at the defenders of Western
values by exposing their faulty notions of what constitutes Western thought in the first place.
Conversely, Reed is also confronting the idea that multiculturalism always speaks truth to power
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and he takes aim at the professors of ethnic and gender studies when they peddle a cheap,
superficial version of multiculturalism or opportunistically co-opt ethnic studies to advance their
careers.
Japanese by Spring follows the story of literature professor Benjamin “Chappie” Putbutt
III and his quest for tenure at Jack London College in Oakland, CA. Puttbutt is a former black
nationalist turned neoconservative, and a vocal critic of black militancy on campus. His most
famous book is titled Blacks, America’s Misfortune, and it earns him an appointment in the
ironically named Department of Humanity. The title of the book is reminiscent of an essay by
black satirist George Schulyer, “Our Greatest Gift to America” (1927). In the essay Schuyler
sarcastically argues that the greatest contribution of blacks to America is the gift of “flattery”
which has helped whites of all socioeconomic classes feel better about themselves in relation to
blacks, and has been the key to galvanize the support of lower class white ethnics to support the
interests of wealthy white supremacists. 25
The depiction of Putbutt is undoubtedly inspired by conservative black intellectuals such
as Thomas Sowell and Shelby Steele. One prominent black conservative who seems missing
from this narrative about black conservatives and California universities is Ward Connerly. The
likely reason he is not in the book is that he was appointed to the University of California Board
of Regents in 1993, the same year the novel was published, and he became more well-known
nationally in the following years. Though his activism against affirmative action policy is not
directly represented in Japanese by Spring, there are certainly points of contact between
Putttbutt’s ideas and Connerly’s, and I feel safe in my conjecture that Connerly’s name would
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also have appeared in this novel if it were written a few years later. These black conservatives
are often praised as “mavericks” for going against the grain of black alignment with the liberal
Democratic establishment. They are praised for being willing to publicly criticize black behavior
and advocate self-help ideology over “dependency” on government assistance.
In his popular book Faces at the Bottom of the Well legal scholar Derrick Bell wrote
about the “Rules of Racial Standing,” a set of tongue-in-cheek guidelines by which the black
intellectual navigates through the political minefield. Bell made note of the special status given
to the black intellectual who “…publicly disparages or criticizes other blacks who are speaking
or acting in ways that upset whites. Instantly such statements are granted ‘enhanced standing’
even when the speaker has no special expertise or experience in the subject he or she is
criticizing” (114). Puttbutt truly understands this principle and as a literary scholar finds himself
a niche as a conservative public intellectual when he publishes Blacks America’s Misfortune.
This is exactly the same career trajectory of a more recent black conservative intellectual John
McWhorter, who was a relatively unknown linguist at University of California-Riverside then
shot to stardom in 2000 with the publication of Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America
and now works for the conservative think tank The Manhattan Institute. In an early description
of Puttbutt in the novel Reed writes:
Puttbutt was a member of the growing anti-affirmative action industry. A black pathology
merchant. Throw together a three hundred page book with graphs and articles about
illegitimacy, welfare dependency, single-family households, drugs and violence; paint the
inner cities as the circles of hell in the American paradise…and you could write your way
to the top of the bestseller lists. Get on C-Span. It was the biggest literary hustle going
and Puttbutt decided he was going to get his. (10)
Reed creates Puttbutt as a comic figure in the novel by portraying him as a shrewd
opportunist who only half-believes the things that he is saying. Puttbutt starts taking Japanese
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lessons, not out of a sincere love or interest in the language but to position himself for future
political gain. “As a military brat Benjamin knew the techniques of survival and so, after reading
that Japan would become a future world power, Puttbutt began to study Japanese while enrolled
at the Air Force Academy during the middle sixties” (3). Today China is considered at the
center of Asian political and economic power, but in the 1980s conspiracy theories were rampant
that the Japanese were developing fast and plotting to eclipse American educational and
economic dominance (perhaps even as revenge for Hiroshima and Nagasaki). For these reasons
Puttbutt decides to give the Japanese lessons another try. He signs up with a private tutor named
Dr. Yamato when he spots a listing for “Japanese by Spring” in a local newspaper. In the spring
of 1990 he starts taking the classes, “hoping that by spring of 1991 he would know enough to
take advantage of the new global realities. He was talking that way now. Sounding like a
student in political science. All about global realities. Geopolitics this. Realpolitik that.
Weltanschauung this. He was sounding like an edition of Foreign Affairs” (5).
Though I interpret Putbutt as a composite of several black conservative intellectuals, the
literary critic Daryl Dickson-Carr suggests that Puttbutt is really a thinly disguised caricature of
conservative political pundit Shelby Steele (179). Steele earned his Ph.D. in English from the
University of Utah and taught English at San Jose State University for many years. It was
Steele’s book The Content of Our Character which took him from being an English professor at
San Jose State to a star public intellectual, and eventually to a position with the prestigious
conservative think tank the Hoover Institute at Stanford University. Like Puttbutt, Steele was
praised in the conservative media for being a maverick, and he remains an icon of black
conservatism in the United States. One could even say that Steele’s bestselling book The
Content of Our Character: A New Vision of Race in America (1990) played a significant role in
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the conservative appropriation of Martin Luther King, Jr. The title, of course, comes from the
famous “I Have A Dream” speech delivered at the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and
Freedom: “I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they
will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.” That statement
by King is the key quote often used to erase King’s activism on poverty, labor rights and
pacifism, and redeploy him as a color-blind libertarian.
Japanese by Spring begins with an incident on the campus of Jack London College. A
black student was attacked with a baseball bat by a group of white students and was being
carried away by an ambulance. The instigator of this attack is Robert Bass, Jr. a leader of the
student conservative group calling itself the Amerikaner Student Society and the American
Student Chapter of the Order of the Boer Nation. The title of the group is meant to gesture to
the battles over apartheid in South Africa in the 1980s. (The issue of South Africa comes up in
another important work of black academic fiction of the 1980s, Spike Lee’s film School Daze
which begins with a student protest at the historically black “Mission College” over the school’s
position on South African divestment.) Robert Bass, Jr. is an unabashed white nationalist whose
father Robert Bass, Sr. also happens to be one of the school’s notable alumni and one of its
biggest donors.
With TV crews on the scene to cover the incident Puttbutt finds himself being
interviewed by reporters. Puttbutt’s response to the reporters is a clever novelistic device used by
Reed to announce the character’s politics early on in the narrative. His response also works as a
kind of satirical summary of the arguments often deployed by black conservatives:
The black students bring this on themselves…With their separatism, their inability to fit
in, their denial of mainstream values, they get the white students angry. The white
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students want them to join in, participate in this generous pie called the United States of
America. To end their disaffiliation from the common culture. Black students, and
indeed black faculty, should stop their confrontational tactics. They should start to
negotiate. They should stop worrying these poor whites with their excessive demands.
The white students become upset with these demands. Affirmative Action Quotas. They
get themselves worked up. And so it’s understandable that they go about assaulting the
black students. The white students are merely giving vent to their rage. This is a healthy
exercise. It’s perfectly understandable. After all, the whites are the real oppressed
minority. I can’t think of anybody who has as much difficulty on this campus as blondes.
(6-7)
The reporter reminds him that the attackers actually sent the black student to the hospital with a
fractured skull, to which Puttbutt replies, “Was he wearing one of those Malcolm X caps?” (The
reporter says, yes.) “There. So you see. I was correct. He was confronting instead of
negotiating…this black separatism is tempting such reactions from the white students” (7).
The same white students had also been behind a couple of other incidents including one
incident when Puttbutt walked into one of his classes to find on the blackboard, “Dinner with
Puttbutt. Bring your own watermelon.” Also the right wing campus newspaper called Koons
and Kikes published a cartoon caricature of Puttbutt sexually violating an ostrich. These
incidents were explained away by the conservative think tank the Woodwork Foundation as
harmless jostling that had in fact helped to spark an honest discussion about race on the campus.
Despite these incidents, Puttbutt was on his way up. Blacks, America’s Misfortune was a success
and he had also published some articles in literary criticism, and he was working his way toward
tenure.
As a career novelist and creative writer Ishmael Reed delivers a few barbs against
academic literary critics in Japanese by Spring, an element of the novel reflective of this period
in the 1980s when arguments about poststructuralism, French theory and the prevalence of
theoretical “jargon” in literary criticism began to flare up in academia. Here, Reed is engaging in
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a recurring theme identified by academic novel critic Janice Rossen in her study, The University
in Modern Fiction. Rossen devoted a chapter to the topic of “Creativity: Novelists in Academe,”
and in this chapter she examines the tension between creative writers and critics within the
academic novels. As she puts it “Novelists are apt to feel that in writing about literary scholars
they are attacking the enemy since critics read and judge their work – and this can infuse their
novels with a tone of aggressiveness which academics in turn discern and respond to in their
reading” (6). She also writes that, “The university often works against the creative impulses of
the novelist because literary scholarship is closely related to criticism, and its mere proximity
threatens creativity at its source” (Rossen 171). This contentious relationship between the
creative writer and the critics appears at several points in Japanese by Spring, and Reed depicts
the academic literary critics in a negative light, by showing Puttbutt as a crafty cynic willing to
exploit the lucrative enterprise of criticism. “Now that the writer was considered as obsolete as
the 1960s computer, [Puttbutt] could share in some of the profits of the growth industry of the
eighties and nineties. Criticism. All you had to do was string together some quotes from
Benjamin, Barthes, Foucault, and Lacan and you were in business” (49). In one scene in the
novel, Puttbutt travels to an academic conference in Paris. While waiting at the airport for a limo
that will take him to his hotel, he sees a group of black writers “standing in the rain, waiting for a
bus…to their Left Bank hotel. They were lucky if they got a room with a bath. The critics, on the
other hand, were to be housed at one of the fanciest hotels in Paris, located on the Right Bank
near the Champs-Élysées” (35). And at another point, Reed further uses allusions to Milton to
illustrate an uneven power relationship between critics and creative artists: “Dr. Barbara
Christian spoke of the Paradise Lost/Paradise Regained worlds of writers and critics. The high
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world of lit crit books, journals and conferences, the middle world of classrooms and graduate
students, and the low world of bookstores, communities, and creative writers” (35-36).
Despite the assurances from the chairs in African-American Studies, Women's Studies,
and The Department of Humanity that he would be awarded tenure in one of these departments
Puttbutt ends up being turned down for tenure in all three. He is further humiliated when he
learns that the administration has decided to hire and grant tenure to April Jokujoku, a black
feminist literary scholar. Earlier in the novel Puttbutt had scoffed at the fact that Jokujoku had
only one article to her name, “Something having to do with Clitoridectomy Imagery in the
Works of Black Male Novelists” (57).

She ends up being hired and is appointed full professor

in the departments of Women's Studies and African-American Studies at the outlandish sum of
$150,000 per semester.
This plot development is another example of the feud between Ishmael Reed and black
feminist intellectuals, particularly over the issue of black male bashing. This paranoid reading of
feminist politics persists throughout Japanese by Spring. It even manifests itself in the bizarre
plot development of the black male conservative Puttbutt making allegiance with white feminist
scholars in the women’s studies department and agreeing with their interpretations of
phallocentricity in American culture. Reed’s interpretation of white feminists as a powerful
faction was infamously expressed in his novel Reckless Eyeballing, which preceded Japanese by
Spring. Andrew Strombeck examines this aspect of gender in Reed’s work in a 2006 AfricanAmerican Review article titled “The Conspiracy of Masculinity in Ishmael Reed.” In the article
Strombeck links Reed’s opposition to feminism to his steep interest in conspiracy theory, which
Reed often incorporates directly into his novels. In Mumbo Jumbo, Reed writes in the voice of
the narrator, “Someone once said that beneath or behind all political and cultural warfare lies a
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struggle between secret societies” (18). Conspiracy theory is an inextricable part of Ishmael
Reed’s fiction and his cosmology. His stories are full of clandestine political officials, secret
societies, and covert operations. The conspiracy story line eventually emerges in Japanese by
Spring, and arguably, the novel goes off track near the end as it delves more and more into the
shadowy world of secret political organizations crossing and double-crossing each other.
Again, Michele Wallace provides one of the better interpretations of Reed’s gender
politics, and she sums up nicely the contradiction inherent in Reed’s arguments about black
women as agents of white supremacy who align themselves with white feminism:
The problem appears to be that Reed doesn’t relish the idea of black women making
public judgements about black men, although black men in the know, from the ubiquitous
Dr. [Alvin] Pouissant (psych consultant for the Cosby show) to Reed himself, insist on
their right to define and describe black women. Reed’s inflexibility undoubtedly has
something to do with the ‘double oppression’ of black women; their double
disqualification for the exercise of power makes it all the more likely that black women
intellectuals will be hypercritical of black men (and white women as well, but nobody
seems much interested in this). (147)

As Wallace points out there were already critical conversations among black feminists about
their relationship to the white middle-class feminist movement, and questions about whether that
movement and its theories could adequately address the issues facing black women. This led
Alice Walker to popularize the term “womanist” as an alternative to white feminism.
When Alice Walker described herself as a ‘womanist’ in a 1984 essay, I wondered about
her obsessive need to disassociate herself from white feminists. But the feminist baiting
of Reed and his cohorts makes me think Walker had the right idea after all. Black
feminists are preoccupied with basic issues of survival…black feminism is firmly
grounded in a ‘real life’ preoccupation with a black female population that is
disproportionately poor and voiceless. (148)
The ideas of Walker, Wallace, and others have helped to encourage more dialogue on class
politics within the feminist movement and prompted feminists to think more about coalitions
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between women of different ethnic groups, sexualities and nationalities. Reed’s depiction of
black women as privileged elites claiming oppression when they are really even more
advantaged than black men is oddly reminiscent of some of the conservative arguments that
white males have made against affirmative action and other diversity initiatives.

After Puttbutt realizes he’s been turned down for tenure he goes back to his house and
pulls out his old Black Panther beret, and he takes down the picture of his hero, Thomas Sowell.
He was about to take down the picture of Booker T. Washington, but decides to leave it up
because “Booker T. was complex” (70). The image of Washington here is perhaps a reflection of
Ishmael Reed’s own ambivalence toward Washington’s complicated legacy. Washington is
dismissed by some as a “sell-out” accomodationist who acquiesced to Southern white racism in
exchange for individual political power, but he was also the founder of a major black institution,
Tuskegee University, and inspired the cultivation of other black schools in the South. The fact
that Washington also inspired the militant black nationalist leader Marcus Garvey is another part
of that complex legacy, something that a former black nationalist like Puttbutt would have
recognized.
The major surreal turn in the novel comes at the end of its second section, when Jack
London College is purchased by a mysterious Japanese corporate faction. Puttbutt is called into
the new administration office and finds Dr. Yamato, his Japanese language instructor sitting
there. Yamato wants to hire Puttbutt as his special assistant, an appointment in which he will act
as a liason between the new Japanese administration and the college’s faculty. “When he said
that, Puttbutt knew that the $245.00 he paid to learn Japanese by Spring had been worth it.” The
second half of the novel plays out as a revenge fantasy as Puttbutt begins to exact payback
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against the faculty who had wronged him before. “A lot of people came to ask him for request
and advice. People who had formerly treated him like shit. He felt like Pirate Jenny in Kurt
Weil’s Threepenny Opera.” (Reed is also a jazz critic, and I wonder if he may have had Nina
Simone’s famous cover of “Pirate Jenny” in mind as well.)
One particularly delicious bit of revenge comes against Dr. Crabtree, a literature
professor from the Department of Humanity who was one of the “Back to Basics” type
conservatives touting the superiority of the Western tradition. Under the new administration,
courses in Japanese language history and culture became the dominant courses in the curriculum,
and the Western based Department of Humanity was downgraded to a subdivision of the Ethnic
Studies department. Crabtree and other professors had been demoted and were now required to
teach freshman composition, a task usually left to low-ranking adjunct professors. Crabtree
comes to Puttbutt to ask him about the “freshman English” courses they were to teach. Puttbutt
replies, “Who said anything about freshman English? We want you teach freshman Yoruba.”
Reed writes: “Putbutt lifted a copy of a local magazine that had carried an article by Crabtree
denouncing Afrocentricity and multiculturalism. It was full of the usual neoconservative
cusswords. Balkanization this. Quotas that.” In one of these articles Crabtree had written that
“if Yoruba would produce a Turgenev he would be glad to read him.” Puttbutt quoted that
passage to him then said, “In order to have made such a statement you would have required some
knowledge of the language…Being the scholar that you are, you wouldn’t comment about a
language of which you had no knowledge would you?” Later in the novel Crabtree is seen by
“Ishmael Reed” going into a popular African bookstore and the owner tells Reed that Crabtree
has been studying African history and taking Yoruba lessons. Here, Reed is intentionally
playing with his monocultural and multicultural paradigm, placing the “Back to Basics”
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defenders of Western civilization in the position of just another minor intellectual field in the
world run by a different set of monoculturalists. At one point in the novel Reed provides an
extended analysis of Yoruba language and grammar (120-121). The reader is to assume through
the insertion of “Ishmael Reed” as a character and the inclusion of passages about Japanese and
Yoruba grammar and thought reflects his own interest in these languages and cultures. This is
another example of the way in which Reed constructs Japanese by Spring as a multilingual and
multicultural text in its very structure. Here Reed puts his theory of multiculturalism into practice
by creating an academic novel that intensively confronts America’s multicultural heritage and
traditions and which incorporates the critical study of languages into the narrative itself. Reed
uses the metaphor of the human body, imagining the English language as a body which lives off
of the sustenance of other languages flowing into it. “Chappie knew that if he couldn’t learn
Spanish and Japanese he’d be obsolete in the 1990s United States. Unless they expand and
absorb, languages die, and already English was hungry for new adjectives, verbs and
nouns…The black and Hispanic writers were doing their part, helping the patient walk around
the room. The English Only people and the monoculturalists were like the religious fanatics who
didn’t believe in blood transfusions” (50-51).
“Ishmael Reed” as a third-person character appears at various points throughout the novel.
He makes his most dramatic appearance during a visit to Jack London College when he shows up
to read some of his work for a friend’s course. By that time Puttbutt was settled into his
powerful position as the special assistant to Dr. Yamato and was enjoying his revenge on his
enemies. "I'm not taking sides anymore,” he tells Ishmael Reed. “From now on my policy is one
of enlightened self-interest." Toward the end of their conversation Puttbutt reaches into this bag
and pulls out a copy of the Japanese by Spring textbook. "This is the book that got me to where
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I am now. You'd better get with it brother. The twenty-first century is going to be a yellow
century" (131).
Soon the Japanese administration began requiring all faculty and students to take an IQ
test designed by a Japanese educational firm. Puttbutt examines some of the questions on the
exam:
Who was the first novelist and name her book? Name the monk who introduced Zen
Buddhism into Japan? What was the former name for Tokyo? For Kyoto? Name three
Kabuki plays and their plots? So as to deflect the criticism that the test was Nihon-chu-o,
they had included some questions about European thinkers. What famous philosopher
said that Indian literature was more imaginative than Homeric literature? (142)
Obviously, the questions were designed to upend the concept of Western intellectual hegemony,
and the Japanese administration also anticipated that there might be some complaints about the
questions. Dr. Yamato went on to explain about the last question on Homeric literature:
We included that question and others like it so that they wouldn’t complain that the test
wasn’t multicultural, that awful word you use. The whites are complaining because, let’s
face it, they want easy questions so as to mask their inferiority. They want questions that
will allow them to continue to mythologize about the greatness of Europe. They like the
SAT tests because they can afford to provide their idiot children with coaches. They’re
even claiming that the ancient Egyptians were white when everybody knows that they
were members of an Asiatic race. Besides, if the ancient Egyptians were white, what
happened to them? They all move to Cairo, Illinois? (143)
The administration also proposes some additional tutelage to help the American faculty along:
We’ve decided that the student body and the faculty will have to attend courses in order
to remedy their intellectual deficiency. If that doesn’t work, then we will bring in a
Japanese faculty. Maybe Americans should be put to work at things that will not strain
their capacities. Wrapping packages and opening doors for their betters, or ladling out
ice cream, taking hotel reservations lest they become a permanent underclass among
developing nations. The advanced nations can no longer carry their tremendous debt.
They will have to do more to earn their way. To work for relief. Workfare. And another
thing, Ethnic Studies will now be called Bangaku. Bangaku. Puttbutt wrote the word
down. He looked it up when he got home. It meant ‘barbarian studies.’ (144)
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Reed underscores the ethical dangers of monoculturalism by illustrating how Puttbutt cynically
goes along with Yamato's cultural program in exchange for his own political power and
enhanced standing. The Japanese administration begins to push the conversion even further by
removing the giant statue of Jack London from the center of campus. They also decide to change
the name of the Student Union building to Isoroku Yamamoto Hall in honor of the mastermind
behind the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. And in perhaps the most sinister turn they start to
expel American-born Chinese and Japanese students saying that they are agents of the foreign
devils and cannot be trusted (146).
By the end of the novel it is our “Back to Basics” scholar Dr. Crabtree who becomes the
most outspoken critic of the Japanese administration’s efforts to turn the college into a
monocultural institution, and he is reborn as a passionate advocate of multicultural education. In
a faculty meeting he stands up, lashes out at them using Yoruba phrases and gives one of the
novel’s big speeches.
For years we’ve been saying that our tradition and our standards are universal, but Dr.
Yamato has taught us that two can play that game. And Puttbutt, I want to thank you.
Thank you for opening my head. I thought it was dead. But you know, it wasn’t dead. I
was starving it. I was depriving it of intellectual nutrition. I needed a new head on. We
can always learn something. We don’t have to stop learning.” He goes on to say that,
“We should be the ones to lead out students and our country to new intellectual frontiers.
Instead we’re like the archaic Dixiecrats of the Old South, but instead of yelling
segregation forever, we’re yelling Western culture forever.” (155)

The novel’s ending devolves into a rather convoluted plot involving Puttbutt’s
grandfather who was a secret government agent living in hiding, and the mysterious billionaire
named Jack Only who was funding the conservative student group on Jack London’s campus. I

118

won’t spend much time outlining that part of the plot, but the involvement of an organization
called Glosses United is a significant point that I will return to at the end of this chapter.
Reed ends the novel with a long, thrilling passage on the multicultural heritage of
Oakland’s diverse communities, part of which reads:
Oakland’s multicultural population is streaming into the park. Ishmael Reed walks
toward them. Cambodians, Laotians, Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese, Africans, Latinos
(there are parts of Oakland now that resemble Mexico City). A white man wears a
Malcolm X sweater. Vendors have set up stands selling “African” clothing. Shirts,
sweatshirts, dashikis. There is a lot of Malcolm X clothing for sale.
This is the way the United States would look in twenty-five years. You could see it
already happening in Oakland. You could see it in the Los Angeles airport, which now
resembles a meeting at the General Assembly of the United Nations. The Filipino
Americans and Latinos move through the airport with their black walks. (The Anglos get
the first generation. The second generation belongs to the souls.) The East Indian
women wear their saris. In the battle of multiculturalism, California has fallen to the
enemy. (224)
In the introduction to the anthology Multi-America: Essays on Cultural War and Cultural
Peace (1998) a collection of essays by various writers on multiculturalism, Reed brings up a
point that is central to Japanese by Spring: while the monoculturalists tout the idea of Western
thought as the standard of intellectual rigor, the Western culture defense often has a curiously
anti-intellectual undercurrent to it:
Monoculturalism, then, is essentially an anti-intellectual coalition. It says that we
shouldn’t learn this, we shouldn’t study that, we should only speak English, we shouldn’t
study the African continent. Though Portuguese, Spanish, British, German, Dutch
explorers, capitalists, scholars, and students have been studying the African continent for
generations, when African-Americans do it, they are accused of engaging in self-esteem
exercises. (xvii)
While Reed is clearly on the side of the multicultural framework he rejects the simplistic idea
that the Western tradition is the sole property of white males, while also challenging the idea of
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an innocent multiculturalism that always speaks truth to power. Reed addresses the ways in
which multiculturalism is already woven into the Western tradition, and insists that
multiculturalism has already shaped and improved American higher education.
Reed insists that what we think of as Western civilization is always already multicultural.
In this way he picks up on the ideas of Ralph Ellison who often stressed the multi-vocal
complexity of the nation, and expounded on that concept in his critical essays. Unlike Ellison,
however, Reed does not back away from the importance of direct political engagement. He
advocates a cultural politics that is devoted to celebrating the cultures of disenfranchised people
as central to American identity, yet also warns that a superficial multiculturalism can be
appropriated by economic interests which celebrate cultural diversity while ignoring the
structural inequalities that remain embedded in American life.
In her book Skin Trade (1996) Ann duCille explored this phenomenon in an inventive
way in her chapter “Toy Theory: Black Barbie and the Deep Play of Difference,” wherein she
revisits the Mattell company’s marketing campaign for multicultural Barbie dolls. DuCille
reconstructs the history of the iconic Barbie doll, and the complicated relationship that black
girls and their parents have had with the dolls and their default white (or beige) skin and
unrealistic bodily proportions (something that feminists of all colors have contested for years).
Recognizing the potential opportunity to market dolls to black girls, Mattel introduced a new
“Shani doll” in 1991 with brown skin and dressed up in kente clothe dresses. DuCille not only
critiques the cynicism of a major toy conglomerate pretending to care about the self-esteem of
young black girls, but also questions the well-intentioned but faulty racial logic that underscores
the image of the doll, and also questions the underlying gender normativity that the dolls
reinforce. Embedded in the racial designs is a logic that assumes race and culture can be
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reduced to skin color, hair texture and ethnic clothing, an assumption that some consumers also
share and identify with, and duCille uses the marketing of these toys for girls to explore linkages
between multiculturalism and capitalism.
It is exactly this indoctrination into a particular, fixed notion of femininity that concerns
me: the role-model persona Barbie projects, along with the like-me correlative that
Mattel uses to sell black versions of the doll. It is surely significant that these dolls,
which once came only in white, are now mass-produced and mass-marketed to “look like”
the racial other…to represent the vast array of colors, races, ethnicities, and nationalities
that make up the real world. (22)

In a similar vein Walter Benn Michaels has also addressed the rhetoric of diversity
marketing in his controversial book The Trouble With Diversity: How We Learned to Love
Identity and Ignore Inequality (2006). Michaels suggests that the language of diversity has
undermined progressive politics, and in particular he is critical of affirmative action which, he
argues, has not truly addressed the problem of inequality in education. He insists that fighting
over race and gender is not an outgrowth of leftist egalitarianism but an alternative to it, a kind of
progressives’ consolation prize, “at best a distraction and at worst an essentially reactionary
position.” Instead of addressing inequality of income, wealth and opportunity, the emphasis on
diversity, when it is commercialized, can become a distraction from issues of inequality.
On a personal note I have witnessed this phenomenon as a tour guide in Harlem. I
remember one particular tourist, an older white woman, who casually insisted that the wealthy
white gentrifiers who are moving into the famous black neighborhood are helping to make the
neighborhood “more diverse.” The comment gave me pause. Just about anything I could have
said in that moment would have come off as rude, so I just nodded and let it go, as sometimes we
tour guides must do when faced with insensitive cultural questions. Furthermore, it was hard to
argue the point. What she expressed was merely the inevitable conclusion that one must come to
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when diversity rhetoric becomes completely untethered from economic justice and structural
inequality, not to mention basic history.
More and more ads and products target gays, women, blacks, Hispanics, Muslims, and
other groups. When we see the prevalence of targeted niche-marketing on television and the
Internet, we get a daily dose of how a superficial version of multiculturalism can easily be coopted and appropriated by the marketplace. What Reed is suggesting in Japanese by Spring is
something more difficult, a multicultural understanding that comes from the discipline of
education. The multiculturalism he touts in the novel is one that is accomplished through the
arduous process of learning about the history of these varied cultures and through the intensive
study of languages. The way forward is not in appeals to racelessness, and not just in token
images of representation, but in the discipline of education and in the effort to speak and write
across cultural and linguistic differences.
Another way to approach Japanese by Spring is through an increasing body of critical
work that connects African-American and Asian-American studies. Bill V. Mullen’s book AfroOrientalism (2004) doesn’t discuss Reed’s novel directly, but Mullen lays out a critical
framework that is relevant to Reed’s ideas in Japanese by Spring. Afro-Orientalism, as Mullen
describes it, is a distinctive strand of cultural and political thought that contests the longstanding,
dominant discourse of race and nation that has come to be identified as Orientalism, a concept
popularized by Edward Said in his highly influential text, Orientalism. Mullen borrows Said’s
terminology and framework, and re-fashions it as a way of thinking not just about how “the West”
views “the other” but also as a means by which different peoples categorized as “others” banded
together in anti-imperialist and anti-racist solidarity. Mullen evaluates various Afro-Asian
critiques of U.S. imperialism—including writings by Richard Wright, Detroit based activists
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James and Grace Lee Boggs and black civil rights leader Robert F. Williams. Mullen sees AfroOrientalism as a challenge to ethnic studies and postcolonial studies, particularly as scholars in
the fields try to find new ways to approach race, diaspora and hybridity. He writes: “absence of
attention to Asia in Africana studies, and to African-American writing on Asia in postcolonial
studies, has been an Orientalist albatross for both fields” (xli). Nikhil Pal Singh’s writing,
including Black is Another Country (2004) is also a part of this critical field, and for Singh, the
black civil rights movement in the United States, which often gets reduced to the easily co-opted
saints of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks, was actually a global protest movement that
linked intellectuals and activists in various locations. Singh writes, “From Martin Luther King’s
embrace of Ghandi’s principles of nonviolence to the revolutionary nationalism of Malcolm X,
Robert Williams, Harold Cruse and Huey Newton that looked toward Cuba, Africa, China and
Vietnam, antiracism and anti-imperialism remained powerfully fused within the black political
imagination” (173).

Other works in the Afro-Orientalism field include Vijay Prashad’s The

Karma of Brown Folk (2001), Helen Heran Jun’s Race for Citizenship: Black Orientalism and
Asian Uplift from Pre-Emancipation to Neoliberal America (2011), and Julia Lee’s Interracial
Encounters: Reciprocal Representations in African and Asian American Literatures, 1896-1937
(2011). In September of 2011 I presented an earlier version of this chapter at the University of
Pennsylvania’s conference on “Intersections: A Conversation between African American and
Asian Studies,” and I appreciated the opportunity to exchange ideas with other scholars working
on projects related to Afro-Orientalism. The conference helped to improve my understanding of
the relationship between the East Asian, Southeast Asian and African diasporas. In a 1968
interview, collected in Conversations with Ishmael Reed, (edited by Bruce Dick and Amritgit
Singh) Reed himself addressed the global aspects of his work.
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Malcolm X was a universalist, a humanist, and a global man. He was in a position to
lead people off this planet. This tribalism is for the birds. Tribalism dates back to
thousands of years ago when people didn’t see nobody for days. With a televised
technology tribalism and separatism are impossible. Given what McLuhan and
Buckminster Fuller have shown us, you can’t be a separatist. Malcolm X was way
beyond all that. That’s why he got shot. That’s why King got killed. Once you become
an international mind-miner it’s all over. That’s where the Afro-American artist is today.
John Coltrane going to Ali Akbar Khan, Afro-American ragas, Bill Dixon doing sciencefiction music, Sun Ra into Gustav Holst. (349)
In a 2004 MELUS article about Japanese by Spring, literary critic Crystal Anderson celebrates
the ingenuity of Reed’s novel, saying that:
[Reed] creates an innovative way of exploring US ethnic literature by focusing on the
dynamic among US ethnic groups. By placing Blacks and various Asian and Asian
American groups in conversation with one another, he joins such African American
writers as Octavia Butler and Paul Beatty and Chinese American writers as Maxine Hong
Kingston, Frank Chin, and Gish Jen in exploring elements of racial discourse that go
beyond the black-white continuum.” (379)
But Anderson also expresses some skepticism about Reed’s depiction of the Japanese characters
in the novel, stating that “Reed’s critique uses the Japanese as an object…He consistently casts
the Japanese as Other in order to underscore the conflict between Blacks and whites” (393).
Reed’s attention to language indicates a deep respect for Japanese culture, and his narrative is
informed by the history of racism against Asians in the United States, including the internment of
Japanese people during WWII. The novel seems to simultaneously validate Japanese history and
culture while also objectifying that history and culture, making it difficult at times to tell whether
this is a novel that criticizes racism against Asians or reproduces it, particularly through its
caricatures of Asian characters. Perhaps this is where the complexity of satire comes into play,
as the use of humor to ridicule stereotypes can sometimes slip into uncomfortable territory where
it is difficult to tell who the joke is on.
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In his study Ishmael Reed and the Ends of Race, Patrick McGee focuses on Reed’s
engagement with the ideas of postmodernism and his employment of vodun. According to
McGee, “vodun represents the countercultural moment within Reed’s work, including its refusal
of Western aesthetic norms…As a postmodernist, Reed uses vodun as an antidote to the master
narratives of Western culture” (16). The novel is consistent with the improvisational style that
Reed has used in all of his work, a style he calls Neo-Hoodism. It is this very Neo-Hoodoo style
that can also make Reed’s work difficult to read if the reader brings an expectation of a linear
plot in the novel. Though Reed’s work maintains a coherent narrativity, with discrete characters
moving through time and space, the language is flooded with endless digressions and allusions,
and with surreal moments that can stretch the narrative to the point of unintelligibility. His
earlier novel Mumbo Jumbo is another example of this experimental style, with its typographical
variety and images spliced into the narrative. This is precisely a disruptive Trickster effect that
Reed intends, and in his concept of Neo-Hoodooism, he holds high praise for the Trickster figure
in black culture, and relishes that role for himself. Interpreting Reed’s use of paradox, trickster
mythology, and the chaotic nature of his trickster aesthetic, Crystal Anderson writes: “Tricksters
often play tricks on others simply for their own sport. These tricks emanate from a sensibility
that is not grounded in any particular conviction and represents a certain freedom from
conformity” (383). Ishmael Reed as trickster takes pleasure in upending comfortable meanings,
definitions and assumptions.
Throughout the novel Reed mentions a fictional organization called Glossos United, a
radical underground multicultural organization started in the 1970s. The organization is a kind of
stand-in as Ishmael Reed’s ideal organization of resistance against what he calls the “AntiGlossos” the white Western monoculturalists. “Glossos” is derived from the Greek word for
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tounges, “glossa” but it also invokes the concept of “glossolalia” the ecstatic religious practice of
“speaking in tongues” commonly associated with evangelical Christians of the Pentecostal faith.
Glossolalia is a powerful metaphor for the kind of multilingualism Reed advocates in the novel.
The name of “Glossos United” may also be inspired by Russian literary critic Mikhail Bahktin’s
idea of “heteroglossia” and “hybridization” in The Dialogic Imagination (1975). Bakhtin’s idea
of heteroglossia describes the way in which the novel as an artform incorporates different types
of speech and voices: including the voices of the characters, the narrators and the author. And
Bakhtin’s ideas about the intermixture of languages bears some points of contact with the way
Reed writes about languages in Japanese by Spring:
Unintentional, unconscious hybridization is one of the most important modes in the
historical life and evolution of all languages. We may even say that language and
languages change historically primarily by means of hybridization by means of a mixing
of various ‘languages’ coexisting within the boundaries of a single dialect, a single
national language, a single branch, a single group of different branches of different
groups of such branches, in the historical as well as paleontological past of languages –
but the crucible for this mixing always remains the utterance. (The Dialogic Imagination,
358-359)
In my last chapter on Samuel Delany’s The Mad Man I discuss the work of Norman O. Brown, a
classicist by training who taught for many years at University of California-Santa Cruz and
published influential works on psychoanalysis, political economy, and art, including Life Against
Death in 1959, and Love’s Body in 1966. In a passage from Love’s Body, Brown discusses the
concept of speaking in tongues, and in the passage I found some points of contact with Japanese
by Spring and Reed’s depiction of academia:
In freedom is fusion. Pentecostal freedom, Pentecostal fusion. Speaking with tongues:
many tongues, many meanings. The Babylonian confusion of tongues redeemed in the
Pentecostal fusion. Many meanings dwelling together in unity; because it is the
unspoken meaning that they mean. Real unification is in the unseen unity, unity at the
unconscious level, at the level of symbolism. Pentecostal spirit is a principle of unspoken,
unconscious unity, behind the diversity of conscious tongues; a unity which is impersonal
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or supra-personal, a unity in which personality is dissolved. Literal meaning is conscious
meaning, a possession of ego, a personal thing, a matter of personal self-assertion;
contentious, divisive; opinion, dogma. To seek unity through univocation is to assure
disunity. The blessing of multiplicity rejected returns as a curse: heresies and sects come
from the literal sense of scripture. Instead of Pentecostal fusion, the Babylonian
confusion, the battle of books. (253)
Brown’s poetic statements here resonate with a quote from Japanese by Spring that I used earlier:
“The diversity movement would win the Battle of the Books because it included artists. The
other side was made up of education bureaucrats, critics and historians” (128). Brown’s idea that
“seeking unity through univocation assures disunity” is a perfect distillation and refutation of the
“Back to Basics” logic, with its insistence that the diverse peoples of America must be dispense
with their languages and cultures to be assimilated into an idealized White (Protestant, Christian)
culture. Perhaps it is fitting that we see even ethnic whites today clumsily attempting to reclaim
their ethnic specificity. I think of the reality television show Jersey Shore which was criticized
for trafficking in Italian stereotypes. However, I wondered if the show’s “guido” aesthetic – that
tacky style defined by men with pumped up bodies, spiky hair, and “manscaping,” and by
women with too much makeup, big hair, tight dresses, and gaudy jewelry – might be an attempt
by young Italians to maintain and reclaim an ethnic identity, one that is particularly local to the
Italian immigrant communities on the East Coast. Perhaps in their performance and in the
popularity of the show there is some deeper desire, a desire to prevent a distinct ethnic identity
from being drowned in the melting pot.
The unconscious unity that Brown refers to, that Reed alludes to, takes place in the
creative forms of music, poetry, the novel, visual art, sacred rituals, and other forms of artistic
expression. Yes, the multiculturalism that Reed describes in Japanese by Spring is indeed about
the often tedious and somber work of reading and translation, but it is also about the ecstatic
experience of the rhythm of languages, and the pleasure of languages, even languages one does
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not completely understand. Here in New York millions of interactions happen each day between
people who may not completely understand every word of each other’s languages, yet they find
ways to speak across those boundaries. While I have my educator’s hat on to encourage the
discipline of learning history and languages, I also realize that political movements and
coalitions often happen through contagion and through the spirit, and perhaps the best forms of
multiculturalism combine a bit of both.
I considered opening this chapter with an epigraph from Fernando Pessoa’s metaphysical
prose collection The Book of Disquiet. I fell under the spell of this book in the past couple of
years, partly because Pessoa was so inspired by another favorite writer of mine, Walt Whitman.
Pesso’s heteronym for the book, Bernando Soares, is a clerk in the city of Lisbon, Portugal.
Soares’s often writes about the drudgeries of bureacracy, but he contrasts this tedium with
ecstatic moments in the imaginative worlds that he creates.

Reading this passage from Pessoa

made me think of Japanese by Spring. Ishmael Reed’s novel provides an opportunity to think
about the fundamental nature of strategic thinking that is so important in running large-scale
efficient organizations, including universities.
The world belongs to those who don’t feel. The essential condition for being a practical
man is the absence of sensibility…The best example of the practical man is the military
strategist, in whom extreme concentration of action is joined to its extreme importance.
All life is war, and the battle is life’s synthesis. The strategist is a man who plays with
lives like the chess player with chess pieces. What would become of the strategist if he
thought about how each of his moves brings night to a thousand homes and grief to three
thousand hearts? What would become of the world if we were human? If man really felt,
there would be no civilization. Art gives shelter to the sensibility that action was obliged
to forget. Art is Cinderella, who stayed at home because that’s how it had to be. (257)
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The institutional bureaucrats and military strategists of Japanese by Spring are examples of the
“practical men” whom Pessoa describes. Here, Pessoa juxtaposes the utilitarianism of the
practical man and his strategic thinking on the one hand, and the aesthetic pleasures of art on the
other. In my first chapter I spelled out ways that the academic novel can be “useful” in the
curriculum, but I also see the best academic novels as works of art, and as such, I appreciate
them for the aesthetic value they bring to higher learning, depicting the scholarly life as a
beautiful one. Perhaps the academic novel really is as useless as its harshest critics accuse it of
being. (“Useless” is a recurring term in Pessoa’s writing). The actions of institutions have
human consequences, felt in the lives of students, professors, administrators, and felt in the lives
all who work within the institution’s walls. To paraphrase Pessoa, perhaps the academic novel
gives shelter to the sensibility that the academic bureaucrat is obliged to forget.
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Chapter Three
When Keeping it Real Goes Wrong: The Politics of Authenticity in Percival
Everett’s Erasure.
“The grand theme of your career may be that the burden of representation is an illusion –
a paradigm, par excellence, of ideological mauvaise foi – but that will only heighten your
chagrin when you realize that it follows you everywhere like your own shadow. It isn’t a
thing of your making, and it won’t succumb to your powers of unmaking – not yet,
anyway”
- Henry Louis Gates, Jr. Thirteen Ways
of Looking at a Black Man. 26
“You have confused the true and the real”
– epigraph to Samuel R. Delany’s Dhalgren

Percival Everett’s academic novel Erasure (2001) focuses on the life of novelist and
English professor named Thelonious “Monk” Ellison. Ellison has authored several literary
novels on a variety of subjects, but finds himself under pressure, from critics and from his own
literary agent, to write books that are more reflective of a legible black experience. Over the
course of Erasure Ellison is annoyed by the critical and commercial success of We’s Lives in Da
Ghetto, a “street” novel written by an author named Juanita Mae Jenkins. He believes that the
novel is of questionable literary value, and that it is composed of offensive racist caricatures.
Much to Ellison’s chagrin, the book is a runaway bestseller, gets favorable reviews in literary
magazines, and is even embraced by some of his academic colleagues and friends. Disgusted
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Gates, Henry Louis Jr. Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man. New York: Random House,
1997, xvii.
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with the success of the novel, Ellison decides to pen a satirical novel titled My Pafology under
the penname Stagg R. Leigh. Though it was written as a farce, his novel unexpectedly gets
picked up by a publisher and Ellison is forced to decide if he should reveal himself as its author.
With Erasure Percival Everett raises important questions about the concept of racial
authenticity in black literary and cultural history. Everett’s novel is best understood through an
analysis of “the politics of authenticity” in black literature, and I will consider how this particular
racial discourse came to be so pervasive throughout black literature and in other forms of black
cultural production. I explore some of the critical background that frames the depictions of
racial identity and artistic production in the novel, and I attempt to tease apart some of the
novel’s references to the fiction and critical writing of the author Ralph Ellison. I also evaluate
Erasure as an academic novel, pointing out the ways in which Everett plays with the genre and
incorporates academic discourse into the narrative. Erasure has a recursive quality to it, with
passages of literary and cultural theory embedded in the narrative that interrogate the very form
of the novel. In his book About Writing the author and critic Samuel R. Delany argues that “a
novel is a structured arrangement of different modes of rhetoric” (268). Everett’s Erasure is a
perfect illustration of that concept as he incorporates various rhetorical forms in the novel
including narration, letters, jokes, literary criticism, imaginary dialogues between historical
figures, the curriculum vitae, the conference paper, and the book blurb. Everett has made a
career of stretching the boundaries of narrative, as he does here in Erasure, and most recently in
his latest novel Percival Everett by Virgil Russell (2013), a playfully philosophical book in
which he muses on the forms of the novel and the devices of fiction even as he constructs a
coherent narrative with several interlocking storylines, including some pretty comical
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conversations between Nat Turner and Charlton Heston at the 1963 March on Washington.
(You’ll have to read the book to figure that one out.)
Though most of his work would probably be filed under the genre of “literary fiction,”
Percival Everett’s writing has bounded across an array of literary genres and themes. His first
novel, Suder (1983) is the story of a black professional baseball player who is experiencing a
batting slump and who becomes obsessed with the music of jazz saxophonist Charlie Parker.
Among his other novels are Frenzy (1997) a retelling of the Dionysus myth set in ancient Greece,
and God’s Country (1994) an American Western set in the 1870s. Throughout Everett’s career
he has been closely associated with the literary journal Callaloo where several of his short pieces
have been published over the years. In fact, my first introduction to Everett came in 1998 when
he was participating in a Callaloo event at Morehouse College where I was an undergraduate. I
found the reading strange and mystifying at the time, but its central image, a silent baby
conversant in literary theory lobbing an interior monologue of insults at his parents, stayed with
me. That novel he read from, eventually published as Glyph in 1999 (and recently reissued by
Graywolf Press in 2014), is also another fine example of the black academic novel. Likewise,
his 2009 novel I Am Not Sidney Poitier includes some scenes set at Morehouse College,
featuring a professor named “Percival Everett” who teaches a class on Nonsense. Among his
other short works published in Callaloo is an early version of F/V a satirical essay which appears
in Erasure. The conceit of F/V is that it subjects Roland Barthes’s S/Z to the same version of
strucuturalist analysis that Barthes performs on Honore de Balzac’s novella Sarrasine in S/Z. (In
Erasure, a reading of the essay at an academic conference of The Nouvea Roman Society results
in a scuffle between Ellison and one of the other professors in the audience at the panel.)
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In 2005 Callaloo published a special issue devoted to Everett’s work. Among the articles
in that Callaloo issue is Margaret Russett’s “Race Under Erasure: for Percival Everett, a piece of
fiction.” Russett’s essay teases apart the relationship between Percival Everett’s career and that
of the main character Thelonious “Monk” Ellison. Like the protagonist of Erasure, Everett is
also a writer of experimental fiction whose work is often filled with allusions to literary theory.
Everett is also a writer who has written novels that are not directly related to the black
experience, and has occasionally been questioned for doing so. In this way Erasure is perhaps
Everett’s most autobiographical work, and the analysis of race and representation in the life of
the fictional writer was informed by Everett’s own experiences. The fact that Erasure has turned
out to be Everett’s most commercially and critically successful book adds yet another layer of
irony to the novel. According to the black film blog appropriately titled Shadow and Act (after
Ralph Ellison’s essay collection), Angela Bassett bought the film rights to Erasure, and is
planning to direct a film adaptation. Rumors of the film have circulated for a few years, though
nothing has materialized. However, according to a 2013 post on Shadow and Act, the project is
still in play, and the working title is currently Book of the Year. 27
From the very beginning Thelonious “Monk” Ellison’s name is a signifier of his status as
a member of the black bourgeoisie. His first name comes from the cerebral be-bop jazz pianist,
and “Monk” is the nickname that most of his family and friends call him. His family surname,
“Ellison,” is a reference to the novelist Ralph Ellison, and as the novel goes along we find that
Thelonious Ellison is very much an “Ellison Man” in this sense. His politics and arguments
about black art and representation echo some of the ideas from Ralph Ellison’s writings, and the
novel is littered with allusions to Invisible Man. Ellison’s classic essay “The World and the Jug,”
27
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could almost be considered a companion piece to the novel. Because I will be discussing the
actual Ralph Ellison in this essay, I will attempt to avoid too much confusion by mostly referring
to the main character of Erasure as the characters do in the novel, by his nickname “Monk.”
From the very first page Monk’s racial identity is front and center. “I have dark brown
skin, curly hair, a broad nose, some of my ancestors were slaves and I have been detained by
pasty white policemen in New Hampshire, Arizona and Georgia, so the society in which I live
tells me I am black; that is my race” (2). This opening salvo immediately gives a sense of
Monk’s attitude toward racial identity, that it as much a product of the socio-political context in
which one lives as it is a product of the self.
The reference to the policeman is a gesture to the all too familiar phenomenon of
“Driving While Black” or to being detained under “Stop and Frisk” operations. The police
reference also invokes Louis Althusser’s notion of “interpellation” as described in his essay
“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (collected in Lenin and Philosophy and Other
Essays). Althusser’s idea of interpellation is the process of social and political marking and selfidentification through which identities are produced. According to Althusser, the main purpose
of ideology is in “‘constituting ‘concrete individuals as subjects" (116), and it is through
interpellation that individuals are turned into subjects. Althusser's main example of this is the
hail from a police officer: "Hey, you there!" (118):
Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the street, the hailed
individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical
conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he has recognized that the hail was
‘really’ addressed to him, and that ‘it was really him who was hailed’ (and not someone
else). Experience shows that the practical telecommunication of hailings is such that they
hardly ever miss their man: verbal call or whistle, the one hailed always recognizes that it
is really him who is being hailed (118).
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For African-American men, the police metaphor is not just a metaphor. I recall my experiences
of being stopped by the police, including once in 1999 when a highway patrolman in Arkansas
threw on his lights and pulled over the van containing myself and five Morehouse classmates as
we were returning to Atlanta from an academic conference in Little Rock, Arkansas. (He said
we were “weaving back and forth across the line.” Right.) However Althusser’s metaphor also
describes the way that racial identification functions. Monk has chosen not to believe in the truth
value of race, hence he does not say “I am black,” but rather says “the society in which I live
tells me I am black,” implying that he believes it to be a construct, independent of his own selfidentification. And yet, he also feels that this same society which hails him as black, also deems
him to be inadequately black: “some people in the society in which I live, described as being
black, tell me I am not black enough. Some people whom the society calls white tell me the
same thing” (2).
I believe these two quotes from Erasure are the guiding ideas behind the novel, and the
two most important sentences around which to frame the application of the politics of
authenticity within it. To understand the politics of racial authenticity one must accept (or at
least understand) some form of the idea of the social construction of racial identity: that what we
call “race” is not static throughout all of time and space, but is a concept that has evolved over
time and is specific to various locations where these categories of identity have social currency,
and that race is but one way in which human beings have organized themselves; ethnicity, gender,
nationality, color, religion, sexuality being among the others.

After Monk introduces himself, Erasure begins with that most familiar of academic
rituals: the conference. In this case it is the Nouveau Roman Society meeting in Washington
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D.C. Monk’s attitude toward the conference is riddled with sarcasm, and he makes it clear that
he is mainly there because Washington D.C. is his hometown and by presenting at the
conference he can be reimbursed for the trip home by his department.
Monk’s family life is revealed over the course of the novel to be deeply entrenched in
“The Talented Tenth.” His grandfather, father and both siblings (a sister and brother) are all
medical doctors. As a professional writer and a professor Monk is the oddball of the family.
Though he’s chosen a life of letters, Monk’s father always encouraged his son’s literary interests.
A flashback to a family dinner table conversation on the finer points of James Joyce’s
Finnegan’s Wake is one of the many fine bits of high literary comedy sprinkled throughout the
novel (185). Monk’s sister Lisa is a physician who works at a women’s health clinic. Her
murder at the hands of an anti-abortion fanatic is one of the factors that leads Monk back to
Washington DC to care for his ailing mother. His brother, Bill, is also a doctor, a plastic surgeon
who lives in Arizona. Bill is depicted as a bit of a pathetic closet case, who is trying to come out
and live openly as a gay man, and he is still coming to terms with his sexuality while going
through a divorce from his wife and a custody battle over their children. Their ailing father
committed suicide a few years earlier and their mother discovers some letters indicating that he
may have had an affair, and a secret child, with another woman. At the end of the novel Monk’s
attempts to track down the half-sister that he discovered and to give her some money that his
father left to her provides another comic set piece that has Monk traveling to a seedy New York
neighborhood to find her. The upper class status of the Ellison family is an important part of
Monk’s character and his attitude toward black culture. Everett does not shy away from the
character’s elitism. The children were raised by a housekeeper named Lorraine, who is their
mother’s full-time caretaker as she struggles through Alzheimer’s. When Lorraine decides to
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marry an older male friend of the family Monk gives her $10,000 as a kind of severance
package/wedding present. At a gathering with Lorraine and the man’s family, the class
differences between the Ellisons and the less wealthy African-Americans comes into stark relief.
As Monk thinks to himself “I truly didn’t understand how anyone could get so excited over a
mere ten thousand dollars…The problem was the one I had always had, that I was not a regular
guy and I so much wanted to be. Can you spell bourgeois?” (195).
Interspersed throughout the novel are a number of literary jokes, many of them imagined
conversations between historical figures such as Oscar Wilde and James Joyce, Mark Rothko and
Alain Resnais, and D.W. Griffith and Richard Wright. One of these early exchanges is between
Adolf Hitler and 13th century German theologian Meister Eckhart. The exchange ends with
Eckhart and Hitler quoting together, “Remember that you are German. Keep your blood pure.”
The dialogue is framed as some notes written by Monk after seeing anti-abortion protesters
picketing in front of a women’s health clinic where his physician sister works. About the
dialogue, Monk writes “I must admit to a profound fascination with Hitler’s relationship to art
and how he so reminded me of so many of the artistic purists I had come to know” (39). Here,
Percival Everett is making a crucial distinction in the strategy of Erasure. What he is not trying
to do is reproduce arguments about how High Art is corrupted by low, popular art. It is an
important and wise distinction. Everett’s references to Naziism are a means to make it clear that
he is not attacking We’s Lives in Da Ghetto as “degenerate art,” in the way that Nazis depicted
popular music like jazz, with its amalgamation of black and Jewish folk music, as corrupting and
impure. Monk is not a High Culture purist, but rather he is railing against the expectations that
ghetto life is the only worthwhile subject a black writer can write about, and that so many black
artists feel compelled to present unrelieved suffering as the definitive representation of black
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culture. This is particularly troublesome when the depictions don’t even allow for the possibility
of the very lives that they lead as artists and intellectuals, and when these depictions embraced as
“authentic” are insulting representations of the very persons that they claim to represent.
Monk first encounters Juanita Mae Jenkins’s novel when he sees a poster advertising a
reading for the bestselling book while visiting a Border’s bookstore with his sister Lisa. Monk is
once again confronted with Juanita Mae Jenkins’s novel We’s Lives in Da Ghetto while on a
plane back to Los Angeles from Washington, DC when he sees a review of the novel in a literary
magazine. “The twists and turns of the novel are fascinating, but the real strength of the work is
in its haunting verisimilitude. The ghetto is painted in all its exotic wonders,” the review gushed
(39). The protagonist of the novel, Sharonda, is a fifteen year old mother of three children by
three different fathers who becomes a hooker in order to make enough money to take dance
classes, where she is discovered by a producer and lands in a Broadway show. She is described
by the reviewer as “the epitome of black matriarchal symbol of strength” (40). Later, Everett
sees Juanita Mae Jenkins on the Kenya Dunston Show, a program not unlike the wildly popular
real life television program run by Oprah Winfrey. On the show Jenkins talks about her reasons
for writing the book and says “where are the books about our people? Where are our stories?”
(53).
Meanwhile Monk’s mother is beginning to show signs of Alzheimer’s and he has to
consider moving back to DC to take care of her. Everett’s depictions of the family’s struggle
with the disease are full of dark humor and a poignancy that breaks through the novel’s
otherwise cool meta-fictional tone. Because of her condition he decides to explore the
possibility of moving back to Washington and applies for a teaching job with American
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University. The chair explains to him that the best they can offer him is a position as a lecturer
for a course on American Literature, a position which pays “thirty-nine hundred and something”
for the semester (58). The reference is a welcome reminder of the economics of academic labor
in the corporate university where adjuncts increasingly make up the majority of an academic
department’s faculty. It is a far cry from the derogatory depictions of cushy tenured radicals that
one finds in some conservative tirades about the university. Even Ishmael Reed traffics in that
stereotype in Japanese by Spring where he depicts the black feminist professor April Jokujoku
receiving an exorbitant salary of $150,000 per semester.
Throughout the story Monk is in conversation with his literary agent, Yul, who is
sympathetic and supportive of his writing, but pushes him to consider writing more
commercially viable fiction, which in Monk’s case means fiction with immediately legible
blackness as its subject matter. From his curriculum vitae we see the range of books and articles
he has written. One of these novels is The Persians (a novel which is similar to Percival
Everett’s own Frenzy in that it deals with Greek mythology). Earlier in Erasure Monk
remembers a line from one of the reviews of the book: “The novel is finely crafted, with fully
developed characters, rich language and subtle play with the plot, but one is lost to understand
what this reworking of Aeschylus’ The Persians has to do with the African American experience”
(2). The comment reveals the burdening expectation that the black writer’s work must have a
one to one correlation between subject matter and racial identity.
Monk’s full curriculum vitae is included in the novel; the CV being yet another
touchstone of professional academic life represented throughout the narrative. One of the artistic
achievements of this novel for me is that Everett employs so many of these rhetorical modes
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throughout the novel, yet combines them all into a narrative style that one might call
“experimental” fiction, yet retains a seamless readability. It is only after going back through and
re-reading the novel that I realized how idiosyncratic its structure is, despite that fact that its
language and overall narrative trajectory makes it read like a “conventional” novel.
Seeing Juanita Mae Jenkins’ face on the cover of Time magazine is the final straw for
Monk, and he sits down and produces the novel within a novel at the center of Erasure, a book
he titles My Pafology and signs under the penname Stagg R. Leigh. My Pafology is full of
ghetto clichés culled from American popular culture. The main character, Van Go Jenkins, is 19
years old and has four children by four different mothers. He lives with his mother and the book
opens with a nightmare of him stabbing her to death. “I hates my mama, I loves my mama,” he
repeats several times throughout the story. Van Go mostly spends his time hanging out in a pool
hall fighting with his ne’er do well friends, watching television and trying to avoid the mothers
of his children. The chapter titles of the book are spelled phonetically “Won, Too, Free, Fo,” and
so on. And, most importantly for this discussion, the plot of the novel closely resembles that of
Richard Wright’s novel Native Son.
In her essay on Erasure, Margaret Russett writes that “My Pafology is for many readers
the most compelling section of Erasure – fast, mean, and very funny” (364). I have to confess
that this was not the case for me on my first reading of My Pafology. I read the first couple of
chapters of it and grew weary of slogging through its thick dialect. “Yeah, ok, I get the point,” I
told myself, and skipped ahead to pick back up with Monk’s story. It was not until my third
reading of the novel (while preparing for a conference presentation no less) that I settled in and
read the entire text and recognized the Native Son elements in the story. Jenkins’s Mother gets
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him a job working for a family named Dalton, but in a significant twist, the Daltons are an upper
crust black family, not the rich white liberals of Native Son. Their daughter, Penelope, and her
boyfriend, like the characters in Wright’s novel, have a patronizing fascination with black culture
and ask Van Go to drive them from their plush West Hollywood home into the ‘hood for fried
chicken, waffles, and beer and to score some weed. The decision to make the Daltons black calls
attention to the ways in which black elites also participate in the romanticization of black ‘hood
life, a pandering fascination often borne out of their own anxieties about being disconnected
from an authentic black experience. Van Go ends up carrying the drunk Penelope back home
from the excursion and we find out later, raped her while she was passed out. He later robs and
murders a Korean grocer, perhaps an allusion to the popular film Menace II Society, but certainly
related to the prevalence of Korean owned business in inner city black neighborhoods. After
hiding out for a while he is discovered by the police and goes on a high speed chase through the
highways of Los Angeles (not unlike OJ Simpson) and is eventually cornered and caught.
Monk understands that what he has written is a parody, but those who control the
apparatus of production do not understand, don’t care, and aren’t even sophisticated enough to
tell the difference, since they didn’t even recognize the rather obvious references to Native Son.
(Again, I can only be so self-righteous about this since I missed them myself.) However, what
the publishers are in a position to do is to help Monk make his financial troubles disappear.
Though his agent initially tries to discourage Monk from sending the novel, Monk convinces him
to send it out under the name Stagg R. Leigh, without any other qualifiers or indicators that the
book was written by an academic author of literary fiction. His agent later calls back with the
news that he has been offered a six figure advance for the book. Later on when the book is sent
to a Hollywood producer Monk also receives a seven figure offer for the film rights.
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In order to secure the film offer Monk agrees to dress up in disguise and meet with a
sleazy producer who is interested in purchasing the rights to the story. Monk decides to meet
him at a posh restaurant dressed in all black, wearing a hat and sunglasses which he did not
remove during the meeting. He even toys with the producer a bit by intentionally ordering an
uncharacteristic dish of carrot and ginger soup. “That’s served cold, isn’t it?” he asks the waiter
(218), temporarily baffling his lunch companion. But he is able to maintain his facade of Stagg
R. Leigh simply by remaining aloof and mysterious, being strategically curt in his responses, and
casually tossing about a reference to having been “in the joint” at some point.
Monk later raises the stakes and asks his agent to change the title of the novel to Fuck,
insisting that if the publisher does not agree then he’ll threaten to take it to another publisher.
They agreed.
In a scene toward the end of the novel Monk sits in a doctor’s office and wonders that
maybe he’s overreacted to We’s Lives in Da Ghetto. He sees some popular novels on the table
and ponders that maybe what Jenkins has produced is little more than a genre novel no different
from the mystery, romance and crime novels one might find in airports and generic chain
bookstores.
There were books by John Grisham and Tom Clancy, a paperback of John MacDonald
and things like that. Those books didn’t bother me. Though I had never read one
completely through, I had peeked at pages, and although I did not find any depth of
artistic expression or any abundance of irony or play with language or ideas, I found them
well enough written, the way a technical manual can be well enough written. Oh, so
that’s Tab A. So why did Juanita Mae Jenkins send me running for the toilet? I imagine
it was because Tom Clancy was not trying to sell his book to me by suggesting that the
crew of his high-tech submarine was a representation of his race (however fitting a
metaphor). Nor was his publisher marketing it in that way. If you didn’t like Clancy’s
white people, you could go out and read some others (214).
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The kicker at the end of the novel is that Monk is asked to serve on a book award
committee and Fuck is one of the books selected for the award. He soon finds, much to his
dismay, that the four other judges on the committee all loved the book. “A gutsy piece of work,”
and “the strongest African-American novel I’ve read in a long time,” were some of the
comments thrown around in of the committee’s conference calls (238). As the committee
decides on the finalists Monk intensifies his arguments against the book. “It’s no novel at all. It
is a failed conception, an unformed fetus, seed cast into sand, a hand without fingers, a word
with no vowels. It is offensive, poorly written, racist and mindless,” he argues (261). The
committee members responded by telling him how real and true to life the novel must be. One
of them even tells him, “I should think as an African American you’d be happy to see one of
your own people get an award like this” (261). In the end, Fuck wins the books award. Monk is
in attendance at the ceremony, and in the book’s final scene he confuses everyone in the room
by walking up to the podium to receive the award, and the book end with him staring into one of
the television cameras, and saying “Egads, I’m on television.” As Russett points out in her
critical essay, both My Pafology/Fuck and Erasure end with the characters starring into
television cameras (363), a gesture to the influence that television has had on the dispersal of
black representations, and the shaping of black identity over the course of the 20th century. I will
elaborate on this point later in this chapter as I discuss the place of the novel in the age of
television.
Back in August of 2009 as I first began to cultivate the ideas for this chapter, I browsed
through the sale rack at the Borders Bookstore on 32nd Street and 2nd Avenue in Manhattan, a
few blocks away from the CUNY Graduate Center. I spotted a novel titled Blow co-authored by
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rapper Curtis “50 Cent” Jackson and street fiction writer K’wan Foye. I picked it up and
thumbed through it, and when I flipped it over to see the back cover, the blurb leapt out at me:
Introducing G-Unit books from 50 Cent – a hot new series of hip-hop novellas that dare
to tell the truth about The Life. The lovers, the haters, the guns, the money, the highs, the
lows: The Street, for real. (The italics are all theirs.)
Three years later, when I ran across Andrew Potter’s book The Authenticity Hoax: How We Got
Lost Finding Ourselves (2010), I was delighted to see that one of the epigraphs came from none
other than 50 Cent: “Truth equals money.” It is precisely this interplay between authenticity,
black cultural forms, and the market economy that Everett explores in Erasure. Andrew Potter
specifically targets the market as an important element driving our contemporary thinking about
the authentic, referring to authenticity as “one of the most powerful movements in contemporary
life, influencing our moral outlook, political views, and consumer behavior” (13). He traces an
intellectual history of the concept of authenticity and how it has been linked to various historicaltechnological phenomena, including the mass production and marketing of material goods, the
development of audio-visual media, the move from agrarian to urban ways of living, and populist
politics.
Among the critical background sources that Potter engages are Miles Orvell’s The Real
Thing: Imitation and Authenticity in American Culture (1989), Lionel Trilling’s Sincerity and
Authenticity (1972), and Walter Benjamin’s seminal 1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Production.” Potter traces the philosophical history of the concept of “the real” all
the way back to the allegory of Plato’s Cave, and he stops to consider Rene Descartes curious
questions about the nature of reality in Meditations on First Philosophy and his famous
existential conclusion of “I think therefore I am.” The Authenticity Hoax emphasizes the
relationship between this philosophical quest for authentic experience, and what happens when
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this religious-philosophical thirst for the authentic interacts with a modern global market
economy where authenticity is used to sell products. (Certainly, the term “modern” is a difficult
one to nail down, and his second chapter “The Malaise of Modernity” explores differing theories
on the concept of “modernity” and when it begins. The emergence of a global market economy
is one of his key indicators of modernity.) Ultimately, Potter’s work is useful for making sense
of how the authentic manifests itself in contemporary American popular culture. As he puts it:
The quest for authenticity is about searching for meaning when all the traditional sources
no longer have any sound, rational justification – religion and successor ideals such as
aristocracy, community and nationalism – have been dissolved in the acid of science,
technology, capitalism, and liberal democracy…It is a complicated and difficult search,
one that leads people down a multitude of paths that include the worship of the creative
and emotive powers of the self; the fetishization of our premodern past and its
contemporary incarnation in exotic cultures; the search for increasingly obscure and
rarified forms of consumption and experience; a preference for local forms of community
and economic organizations; and, most obviously, an almost violent hostility to the
perceived shallowness of Western forms of consumption and entertainment. (12)

One could easily ask, what’s wrong with being authentic? Being authentic, by one
conventional definition of the term implies a virtue, in the sense of being sincere, accurate,
honest or genuine. Among the Oxford English Dictionary’s several definitions of authenticity is
the following: “as being what it professes in origin or authorship, as being genuine; genuineness.”
Potter also writes about the term “authentic” in the art world, as a means of determining the
provenance of a piece of work. There are numerous references to visual art in Percival Everett’s
Erasure. Authenticating a work of art is about verifying the provenance of the art-work itself,
but the discourse of authenticity in art also includes the reasons how and why certain works of
art which appeal to an authentic sensibility accrue value in the market place. Maybe one of the
most prominent examples of how race and authenticity get played out in the art world was the
life and work of Brooklyn-born painter Jean-Michel Basquiat, whose work often subverted and
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toyed with critical readings of “primitivism.” What makes critics and consumers so enthusiastic
about these works of art? What desires are being manipulated and fulfilled by a work of art that
is seen to come from the primal unconscious? One of the concepts that Potter also explores is
that of “status competition,” of the ways in which claims of authenticity are used to leverage
some works as unique and valuable because they are more “real” than others, and what happens
when the authenticity claims turn out to be false or deliberately misleading, as they sometimes do.
Potter’s book is particularly helpful in my analysis of authenticity in Erasure is because
he specifically focuses on the concept of “the hoax.” Everett’s novel, published in 2001, with its
storyline about a writer orchestrating a literary hoax seems eerily prescient now as a cluster of
hoaxes and plagiarism scandals have rocked the publishing industry in the decade since its
publication. Among these scandalous hoaxes was one pulled off by a writer named J.T. Leroy,
who wrote harrowing stories about being a gay, homeless, HIV-positive teenage hustler in San
Francisco (nicknamed “Terminator”). Leroy garnered support from several published gay
writers who lauded the gritty authenticity and worldly wisdom of this young kid living on the
edge of society. His story collection The Heart Is Deceitful Above All Things was published in
2001 and made into a 2004 feature film. However, it turns out Leroy was not a teenage male
hustler at all, but rather an upper middle class white female New York writer in her 40s named
Laura Albert. In 2003, the writer James Frey published a harrowing memoir about his
experiences of drug abuse and alcoholism called A Million Little Pieces. In 2006 a website
called The Smoking Gun published an exposé article, “A Million Little Lies” debunking Frey’s
accounts of drug abuse and his alleged criminal record. Frey’s book had been selected by Oprah
Winfrey for her popular book club in 2005. After the fabrications were revealed Frey ended up
being chastened by Winfrey on national television in an interview that turned into a spectacle of
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confession and shame. Proving once again that there really is no such thing as bad publicity, the
debacle oddly boosted Frey’s literary career with even more name recognition, and he has since
published two novels and a children’s book with mainstream presses. There was also the
holocaust survivor Herman Rosenblat who sold a memoir called Angel at the Fence: The True
Story of a Love That Survived which was scheduled to be published in 2009. The book peddled
the fantastic story that Rosenblat was reunited with and married a woman who turned out to be
the very same little girl who years earlier threw him apples through a fence outside of the
Buchenwald concentration camp. In another fantastic daytime television moment Rosenblat and
his wife appeared together on Oprah Winfrey’s show as she hyped their relationship as “the
single greatest love story ever told.” Holocaust scholars, however, questioned his account as it
did not seem possible, given what they knew about the structural layout of the camp, that
someone from outside would have ever been able to get so close to the prisoners held there.
Eventually his deception was exposed, and Oprah Winfrey was, once again, forced to apologize
for her role in perpetuating yet another literary hoax.
Oprah Winfrey’s role in these hoaxes is significant to Erasure as there is a character in
the novel named Kenya Dunston who is based in part on the successful talk show host. Andrew
Potter describes the real life Oprah as “the reigning queen of a form of heavily emotive
authenticity that is relatively unconcerned with any hard-to-pin-down notions of ‘historical
accuracy’” (139). The Rosenblat example is instructive: He was an actual holocaust survivor.
He had actually lived through the horrors of the camp. But even this was not sensational enough
to get him on the Oprah show or to sell his book. It was the appeal to something more
sensational, something beyond the mere accounting of experience, that led Winfrey and her staff
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to promote Rosenblat, that led the publishers to be interested in it, and which made audiences
want to believe his story.
In addition to the hoax stories recounted above, there have also been several notable
plagiarism scandals in the past ten years involving Kaavya Viswanathan, Jonah Lehrer, Fareed
Zakaria, Stephen Ambrose, Doris Kearns Goodwin and others. It seems that we are living in
some sort of golden-age of literary deception.
When it comes to the discourse of authenticity in black literary and cultural studies
several scholars have taken up the task of unpacking the authentic in black popular culture. Some
examples include Shelly Eversley’s The Real Negro: The Question of Authenticity in TwentiethCentury African American Literature (2004), J. Martin Favor’s Authentic Blackness: The Folk in
the New Negro Renaissance (1999, and E. Patrick Johnson’s Appropriating Blackness:
Performance and the Politics of Authenticity (2003). E. Patrick Johnson is a scholar in
performance studies whose work explores, among other topics, the historical development of
authentic black identity, the ways in which black American artists use this concept in their work,
the relationship of gender and sexuality to authentic blackness, and the ways in which blackness
is appropriated and performed by non-black persons. Like Johnson, I am convinced that “when
black Americans have employed the rhetoric of black authenticity the outcome has often been a
political agenda that has excluded more voices than included” (3). And as Andrew Potter notes,
exclusion is precisely the point of the performance of authenticity. Artistic works (or other
products, for that matter) which are billed, celebrated and sold as authentic are branded as such
precisely to distinguish this work from the cluttered field of competing cultural producers. Potter
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articulates an essential point about the performance of authenticity when he emphasizes “status
claims” and “status competition” (267).
This status competition creates interesting results when it comes to black art, because the
authenticity in this context is so often racialized in particular kinds of ways. In her study The
Real Negro: The Question of Authenticity in Twentieth-Century African American Literature,
literary critic Shelly Eversley examines the politics of authenticity in black literary production,
and insists that the politics of authenticity has historically been bound up with racist notions of
black irrationality and primitivism. The authentic blackness in black art is something that
spontaneously bubbles up out of the unconscious. It is a racial character that is merely expressed
rather than crafted with any kind of intent, discipline or practice. She emphasizes that this
paradigm of racial authenticity makes dispossession possible because, “its imposition on black
writers denies them their art, and their claim of mastery of language” (xi). That denial is all the
more pernicious when it becomes self-imposed.
The first chapter of Eversely’s book focuses on the writing of poet Paul Laurence Dunbar
(1872-1906) who popularized dialect poems. As Eversley explains, white writers such as
Thomas Nelson Page and Joel Chandler Harries had already written dialect versions of black life
before Dunbar. Characters such as Uncle Remus and Brer Rabbit were already popular in
American literature, and continued to be so for many years to come. However, Eversley writes,
as a black man descended from slaves, Dunbar’s interaction with the tradition in Negro
dialect produced what his white predecessors could not. It went beyond ideologies of
racial difference to embody its meaning. Dunbar was ‘authentic’; his dialect poems were
understood to relate the ‘truth’ about blackness that, along with the social and historical
fact of the poet’s color and family history, lent his art a credibility that could not be
rivaled by whites. (8-9)
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As Eversley puts it, under the paradigm of authenticity “racial type becomes racial truth” (9).
Even though the artist might be self-consciously deploying what is meant to be one particular
type of racial caricature, or even attempting to represent a familiar racial type, the rhetoric of
authenticity ensnares the artist’s work and overpowers any sense of artistic manipulation, even
derailing self-conscious attempts at parody, irony or satire. In fact, this is precisely what
happens to Thelonious Ellison in Erasure. In his disgust over We’s Lives in Da Ghetto, he
attempts to prove a point by writing what should have been an easily identifiable parody of a
classic American protest novel (Richard Wright’s Native Son), but what ends up being read by
publishers and literary critics as an expression of an authentic black life.
Beyond the particulars of black American identity, the concept of authenticity has been a
complicated matter in the larger field of American culture. Miles Orvell’s The Real Thing:
Imitation and Authenticity in American Culture, 1880-1940 (1989) is an analysis of a “culture of
authenticity” that emerges at the turn of the century. Orvell’s study emphasizes the importance
of “the nexus between the technological and the cultural” (xvii). According to Orvell this thirst
for authenticity comes out of a crisis of identity in a world of facsimile and reproduction spurred
on by late 19th century industrialization and the increased capacities of mechanical reproduction.
Orvell saw the rise of a culture of authenticity in American art as “a counter-response on the part
of many artists and intellectuals to the culture of imitation” (141). Potter sees the artifice of
television and digital media as the technological force that creates so many contemporary
authenticity claims. In a heavily mediated and manufactured world rife with hoaxes, lies, and
hustlers of all sorts we crave something genuine, unscripted, unfiltered, and “real,” and yet, it
may be our very desire for this authenticity that leads us right into the hoaxster’s traps.
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Ellison and Howe
One of the most important subtexts of Erasure is a well-known critical debate between
Ralph Ellison and Irving Howe in the 1960s. By revisiting this exchange in the context of the
politics of authenticity, I hope to further reiterate why I find Erasure such a richly sophisticated
literary meditation on the question of authenticity in black writing.
In 1963 the noted New York literary critic Irving Howe published an article in Dissent
magazine called “Black Boys and Native Sons.” In the article he lauds Richard Wright’s brand of
protest literature, especially Native Son, and pits Wright against black writers such as James
Baldwin and Ralph Ellison who had specifically rejected the idea that due to the dire political
oppression of black Americans, protest was the only viable theme that a black writer could take
up in his or her work. Howe’s essay was preceded in the 1950s by James Baldwin’s
“Everybody’s Protest Novel” which was published in his 1955 collection Notes of a Native Son.
In “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” Baldwin had already begun to question the efficacy of the
American protest novel, and critiqued the sentimentality of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle
Tom’s Cabin (a novel Baldwin admits had a steep influence on him as a child) and the bitterness
of Bigger Thomas in Richard Wright’s Native Son. Howe, in response to Baldwin, Ellison and
Wright published his article in Dissent as a defense of Richard Wright. Of Native Son he wrote,

In all its crudeness, melodrama and claustrophobia of vision, Richard Wright’s novel
brought out in to the open, as no one ever had before, the hatred, fear and violence that
have crippled and may yet destroy our culture. A blow at the white man, the novel forced
him to recognize himself as an oppressor. A blow at the black man, the novel forced him
to recognize the cost of his submission. (Selected Writings, 125)
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About Ellison’s Invisible Man, he wrote that “to simply write about the ‘Negro experience,’
with the esthetic distance urged by the critics of the fifties, is a moral and psychological
impossibility, for plight and protest are inseparable from that experience, and even if less
political than Wright and less prophetic than Baldwin, Ellison knows this quite as well as they do”
(131).
In 1964, Ralph Ellison responded to Howe with an essay titled “The World and the Jug,”
which was first published in the magazine The New Leader, then later included in an expanded
form in his groundbreaking essay collection Shadow and Act. In responding to Howe, Ellison
managed to produce one the most profound statements on black art and politics. In the “The
World and the Jug” Ellison argued that Howe’s criticism contained a nasty strain of liberal
condescension that has long existed in American writing. From the days of Phillis Wheatley, to
the 19th century slave narratives, up to Wright’s Native Son, black literature had often been
extolled by sympathetic white critics for its sociological significance, but rarely evaluated for its
literary and artistic merits, or with very little sense that this literature was the result of artistic
manipulation and intentionality of any sort. Instead of being art, it could and should only been
seen as a pure expression of the Negro’s sociological reality. In Howe’s essay Ralph Ellison
saw more of this sociological burden being placed on black literature, and was perturbed by the
way that this emphasis on sociology led critics to dismiss the creative aspects of his work and the
work of other black artists. For these critics the black work of art could only be pure expression
and never a matter of invention or skill. Ellison, being the self-righteous and supremely
confident artist that he was, was especially annoyed that critics such as Howe would trivialize the
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artistic invention and rich literary allusions of which he was so proud in his own work. In the
now famous first lines of the essay Ellison wrote:
First three questions: Why is it so often true that when critics confront the American as
Negro they suddenly drop their advanced critical armament and revert with an air of
confident superiority to quite primitive modes of analysis? Why is it that sociologyoriented critics seem to rate literature so far below politics and ideology that they would
rather kill a novel than modify their presumptions concerning a given reality which it
seeks in its own terms to project? Finally why is it that so many of those who would tell
us the meaning of Negro life never bother to learn how varied it really is? (155).
While there are many different issues raised by the Ellison-Howe exchange, the question of
racial authenticity ranks chief among them. For in raising the question of what should be the
theme of black literature, Howe and Ellison were also exploring the question of what is “Real”
black literature. Later on in the essay, Ellison explicitly argues his belief that “Wright, for Howe
is the genuine article, the authentic Negro writer, and his tone is the only authentic tone,” (165).
One paragraph of “The World and the Jug” particularly encapsulates what is equally
thrilling and maddening about Ellison’s critical vision. He writes,
…no matter how strictly Negroes are segregated socially and politically, on the level of
the imagination their ability to achieve freedom is limited only by their individual
aspiration, insight, energy and will. Wright was able to free himself in Mississippi
because he had the imagination and the will to do so. He was as much a product of his
reading as of his painful experiences, and he made himself a writer by subjecting himself
to the writer’s discipline – as he understood it. The same is true of James Baldwin, who
is not the product of a Negro store-front church but of the library, and the same is true of
me (163).
For many years after the publication of this essay Ellison was criticized for his ideas about the
American-ness of black culture, and for his metaphysical vision of black artistic freedom
expressed in this passage. To be fair, some of the criticism was unwarranted and came from
militant black nationalists who reveled in romanticized visions of the African past, and
disavowed any intellectual influence from the American political culture in which they were so
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deeply ensconced. However, Ellison clearly deserved to be taken to task for his rose-colored
vision of black life under Jim Crow.
In Heroism and the Black Intellectual: Ralph Ellison, Politics, and Afro-American
Intellectual Life (1994), political scientist and literary scholar Jerry G. Watts provides a detailed
analysis of this exchange between Howe and Ellison and its significance for black intellectuals.
In the process of examining this debate and Ralph Ellison’s theories of art and politics, Watts
also provides a much needed corrective to the idea of Ralph Ellison as the patron saint of black
artistic freedom. As he puts it,
Mistakenly commentators have often assumed that Ellison’s response to Howe in ‘The
World and the Jug’ is an argument in behalf of black artistic/intellectual freedom. In fact,
Ellison implicitly accepts Howe’s claim that a black novelist should articulate the views
and struggles of the black masses, but he disagrees over the substance of those views and
struggles and how they should be conveyed artistically. (73)
He goes on to argue that this passage is reflective of a major tendency on Ellison’s part to use
“the exceptional as the standard-bearer for a people” (89). The conditions of life in the Jim
Crow South, particularly in the violent, regressive state of Mississippi, had crushed the spirits of
too many black citizens, and had snuffed out the lives of so many people who possessed “will”
and “imagination” but were never allowed to cultivate it because of the repressive political order
in which they lived. Ellison’s statement has the unfortunate consequence of suggesting that all
people from the state of Mississippi who were not as successful as Richard Wright, and all
people in Harlem who were not as successful as James Baldwin, must be stuck in their situations
simply because they lacked will and imagination.
However, the upside of Ellison’s argument as it relates to a theory of black art cannot and
should not be easily dismissed, because it speaks to the very heart of black artistic practice and
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why the paradigm of authenticity can provide a false sense of empowerment. Ellison’s emphasis
on the discipline and practices of reading and writing has to be a part of any analysis of black
literature, and I believe that this concept extends to any form of black artistic and intellectual
practice. It would have been better for Ellison to say that James Baldwin was a product of the
storefront church and the library. Obviously numerous black persons attended storefront
churches but never reached the literary heights that Baldwin reached. Baldwin would not have
been able to parlay that experience in the church into the great literature of Go Tell it on the
Mountain were it not for the disciplines of reading and writing that he practiced throughout his
life. No matter what the subject matter of one’s work, in order to produce artistic work one must
either sit down with pen and paper, sit down with one’s instrument to practice scales, or spend
time in the recording studio crafting whatever it is that he or she expects to distribute.
And to some degree what Ellison is referring to here has to do with the ethics of
representation in black art. In Erasure, Monk is able to sell My Pafology by concealing his
actual identity as a learned man, and an author of more intellectually rigorous fiction. Were he
to submit the same book to publishers under his own name it would likely have been
immediately dismissed as the work of an imposter. Before the publishers were to get behind the
work they needed to be sure that this was The Real Thing, and Monk was able to convince them
of his authenticity by concealing his identity and assuring them that his writing was the product
of the streets and not the library. This reality points to the fact that the sale and marketing of
authentic art as a commodity is contingent upon the “organic” quality of the author herself. Too
much formal education (real or perceived) corrupts that authenticity.
Another among the many famous lines in “The World and the Jug” was Ellison’s
statement on the disconnect between the novelist Richard Wright and his character in Native Son,
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Bigger Thomas: “Wright could imagine Bigger, but Bigger could not possibly imagine Richard
Wright. Wright saw to that” (162). Ellison’s most stinging critique of Wright was that he had
sacrificed the complexity of his own life and his own intelligence for the militancy of Native Son.
He went on to elaborate,
to me Wright as writer was less interesting than the enigma he personified, that he could
so dissociate himself from the complexity of his background while trying so hard to
improve the condition of black men everywhere; that he could be so wonderful an
example of human possibility but could not for ideological reasons depict a Negro as
intelligent, as creative or as dedicated as himself. (167)
One way to critique Ellison’s statement is that he is making a false assumption about Wright’s
intentions. While Native Son drew on his experiences living in the stark conditions of inner-city
Chicago, Bigger Thomas was not meant to be a practicing intellectual with Richard Wright’s
intelligence and literary skills. Certainly it is possible for a black writer, indeed any writer, to
depict characters at any point on the socieoeconomic ladder and of various intellectual
capabilities, and do so with depth, pathos and humanity. I do not want to suggest that black
intellectuals can only write about other intellectuals. Everett even throws in a joke about this at
the beginning of Erasure. “And I am a writer of fiction. This admission pains me only at the
thought of my story being found and read as I have always been put off by any story which has
as its main character a writer” (1). Still, Ellison’s argument for more complex depictions of
black characters in art is one that deserves some consideration. The acquiescence to the paradigm
of black authenticity can lead to the production of simplistic caricatures of black life, and critics
may make the same mistake that Ellison attributes to Howe by thinking that “unrelieved
suffering is the only ‘real’ Negro experience, and that the true Negro writer must be ferocious”
(159).
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Thelonious “Monk” Ellison, like his namesake Ralph Ellison, often plays up his catholic
intellectual interests and tastes in literature, and like Ellison, he often comes off as more than a
little smug and elitist. And I do believe that this elitism is one of the character flaws built into
the character by Everett. However, his occasional flights of elitism are ultimately more sincere
than any of the insulting faux ghetto pandering of Jenkins’s book and her comments on the talk
shows where she promotes it. That a black writer can be elitist is one of the harsh realities one
must accept if one truly believes in the value of black intellectual life. To suggest that elitism
can only come as a matter of proximity to whiteness (as was the accusation lobbed at Ralph
Ellison many times) reveals a still persistent and underlying belief in the intrinsic inferiority of
black minds, a belief, it should be clear in this project, to which I do not subscribe.

The New Millennium Minstrel Show
Erasure is situated in a history of race and performance in American culture, and a big
part of that history is the legacy of blackface minstrelsy, and the many other derogatory images
of black persons that permeate throughout American entertainment, news and advertising. As
Thelonious Ellison states shortly after seeing a review article about We’s Lives in the Ghetto:
The reality of popular culture was nothing new. The truth of the world landing on me
daily, or hourly, was nothing I did not expect. But this book was a real slap in the face.
It was like strolling through an antique mall, feeling good, liking the sunny day and then
turning the corner to find a display of watermelon-eating, banjo-playing darkie carvings
and a pyramid of Mammy cookie jars. 3 million dollars. (29)
As Eric Lott discusses in his study Love and Theft: Blackface Minstresly and the
American Working Class, blackface performance by white actors was one of the principal forms
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of entertainment for working class whites in the late 19th century. White and black minstrel
performers had used black face; but two of the most famous black performers of that time, Bert
Williams and George Walker had resisted corking up in their act. Beginning in 1896,
Williams—the straight man of the team—decided to perform in blackface for the first time. They
found the audience responding to the act in a way that they had not before. Soon Bert Williams
and George Walker had dubbed their act as “Two Real Coons” and their performance careers
took off. The “Two Real Coons” billing was meant to suggest Williams and Walker’s
performance lent veracity to the racial stereotypes, and an authenticity that was unattainable by
white performers in blackface, or by black performers as themselves.
In her book Introducing Bert Williams: Burnt Cork, Broadway, and the Story of
America’s First Black Star (2008), author Camille Forbes described the “Two Real Coons”
performances and analyzed the role that authenticity played in the meaning of these
performances. Forbes writes:
Black entertainers’ success depended on their ability to satisfy white audiences’ desire for
“authentic” performances of blackness. Bert and George’s self-description as “Two Real
Coons” was a recognizable response to that demand. The two refused the degenerate
stereotype, however, reshaping the caricature of white minstrels by replacing those
inauthentic portrayals with their “authentic” presentation. Utilizing the exact language
invoked by white performers, the two carved out a space for themselves by reference to
the genuine blackness evidence by their pigmentation.
Bert and George’s choice to dub themselves “Two Real Coons” may have actually aided
them in their resistance of racial stereotyping. They attempted to claim the despised term,
using it consciously. Rather than accept its assumption of inferiority, they took it on so
as to assert their “realness” in contrast to the counterfeit white blackface performance. In
that struggle, they gained some territory for the “natural black” performer. Furthermore,
they called into question the possible realness of blackface performers who only
emphasized their artificiality by recourse to burnt cork: after all, Williams did not really
need the burnt cork to be black. (58-59)
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However, there is a further layer of irony in their performance because Williams really did “need”
the burnt cork in order to perform blackness for his audiences, as he was a light-skinned man
who could easily be interpreted as being of mixed race, and not quite the dark face that was
expected by audiences. Therefore, “lest he be misread as something other than what he was –
given evidence of his traces of Caucasian blood – he became the ‘darky’ in blackface” (59). And
so a wicked irony underlies the minstrel performance, as the black performer must put on the
mask, in order to achieve the kind of authentic performance of blackness that can be
commercially successful for white audiences.
Among the more important features of Monk’s parody novel is the prevalence of
television throughout the story. Van Go is constantly watching TV throughout My Pafology, and
he eventually ends up appearing on a Maury Povich style talk show where young blacks are
recruited to hash out various petty disputes on stage. Toward the end of Erasure a New York
Times reviewer surveys his novel and writes that: “The characters are so well drawn that one
often forgets that Fuck is a novel. It is more like the evening news. The ghetto comes to life in
these pages and for this glimpse of hood existence we owe the author a tremendous debt” (260).
The reference to the evening news is reminiscent of (indeed, may even be an intentional
allusion to) a well-worn comment by rapper Chuck D of the group Public Enemy. Chuck D
described hip-hop as “the black CNN” and his comment is often quoted with stupefying
frequency. I believe that he was attempting to suggest that rap music is a kind of on-the-ground
reportage of life in the streets. However when one considers the prevalence and development of
24 hour cable news, and the tendency of news outlets such as CNN to distort, sensationalize and
oversimplify events and boil them down into intellectually bankrupt soundbites, Chuck D’s
analogy may have been more apt than he even realized.
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Another important theme at work in Erasure is the rise of hip-hop culture. Within hiphop culture “keeping it real” has become its most enduring mantra, and authenticity may
eventually be seen as the most dominant intellectual theme in the burgeoning field of hip-hop
studies. Andrew Potter’s use of the quote from 50 Cent in the epigraph to his book is
appropriate as it links hip-hop’s “Keep it Real” ethos to a much broader philosophical struggle
over the meaning of “the real” in contemporary society, and alludes to the capitalist
underpinnings of this culture of authenticity. Hip-hop is undoubtedly the dominant form of
black popular culture in the U.S. since the 1980s and is every bit as pervasive as jazz was at its
peak in the 1920s-1950s, and every bit as much of an American cultural export to other parts of
the globe. In fact, in recent years the State Department has sent rappers to other nations as
cultural ambassadors to the United States, continuing a role that jazz musicians once played, a
role which was analyzed by Penny Von Eschen in her book Satchmo Blows Up the World: Jazz
Ambassadors Play the Cold War. 28 In the book she discusses how Louis Armstrong and other
jazz musicians traveled the globe on behalf of the State Department, and explores the paradox at
work in their activity as representatives of the United States, being deployed in an attempt to put
a human face on American Empire even as blacks continued to be subjugated under segregation
at home in the United States. Naming his character Stagg R. Leigh, Everett also makes an apt
reference to the way in which hip-hop is dominated by macho “bad nigger” imagery. In her
essay on “Rap Music and the Stagolee Mythoform” in the journal Americana: The Journal of
American Popular Culture, Angela Nelson examines the myth of Stagolee, and how it has been
28
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reproduced in rap music with its narratives of anti-authoritarianism and masculine toughness.
She draws on Lawrence Levine’s Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk
Thought From Slavery to Freedom and his discussion of the Stagolee Myth (Levine 413-414) to
show how the Stagolee Myth survives in the “bad nigger” performances of gangsta rap acts such
as N.W.A. (Niggaz With Attitude) and Tupac Shakur, and even in more “conscious” acts such as
Public Enemy.
I borrowed the title of this chapter, “When Keeping it Real Goes Wrong,” from a skit
featured on comedian Dave Chappelle’s wildly popular sketch comedy show Chappelle Show.
Chappelle, an enthusiastic fan of hip-hop, has often collaborated with hip-hop artists, most
notably in his 2005 film Dave Chappelle’s Block Party, a concert film shot in the neighborhood
of Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, New York. Coincidentally, Chappelle is also the product of
an academic family. He grew up in Yellow Springs, Ohio where his father worked as a professor
at Antioch College. After his parents divorced he moved to Washington D.C., where his mother,
Dr. Yvonne Seon worked as professor at Howard University, attended Howard Divinity School
and eventually became a Unitarian Universalist minister. 29 Rachel Kaadzi Ganash’s outstanding
article, “If He Hollers Let Him Go: Searching for Dave Chappelle Ten Years After He Left His
Own Show” published in the online magazine The Believer sheds light on Chappelle’s family
life and the reasons why he decided to quit his sketch comedy show, and the $50 million contract
that came with it, abruptly before the beginning of its third season.
The second season sketch “When Keeping it Real Goes Wrong” takes an ironic look at
young black people who are confronted with situations where they should have allowed an insult
29
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or slight to pass but decide to “Keep it Real” and as result ended up facing dire consequences.
Perhaps my favorite among these sketches was the story of Vernon Franklin, a college educated
corporate executive who in a board meeting is faced with a patronizingly racist comment from a
jive-talking white male colleague. Just after the white male colleague holds up his hand and asks
Vernon to “gimme some skin,” the sketch pauses as the narrator explains Vernon’s internal
dilemma as to whether to ignore the comment or confront it. Instead of letting the slight pass
Vernon decides to “keep it real,” drops his business etiquette, and erupts into a hilariously
profane outburst in the middle of the board meeting, telling his colleagues that he is tired of
being disrespected and that his bourgeois corporate persona masks an urban past that his
colleagues would never understand. The tirade ends up getting him fired and he spirals back into
poverty, eventually working as a gas station attendant. The sketch is a darkly humorous take on
the trope of racial authenticity, and an example of the external expectations of black cultural
authenticity and the difficulties of confronting it. In that case, “keeping it real” went wrong, but
perhaps the more grim truth is that keeping it real so often goes horribly right, by rewarding
cultural stereotypes. I am reminded of the rapper Rick Ross, whose real name is William
Leonard Roberts II. The stage name “Rick Ross” was taken from a well-known Los Angeles
drug dealer named Freeway Rick Ross. Roberts began his musical career rapping about the
usual gangster topics of drugs, money, women and material luxuries, but a picture of him
surfaced online in a prison guard uniform, and Roberts was forced to reluctantly admit that he
had once worked as a corrections officer in Florida. Despite some initial blowback, the
revelation really hasn’t affected his career that much. He is still a successful performer, has
released albums since that controversy, and still mostly kept the same lyrical repertoire in place.
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Ganesh’s article on Dave Chappelle does not go into detail about the infamous “pixie
sketch” from the Chappelle Show, a sketch which Chappelle identified in other interviews as a
threshold point in his decision to leave the show. The sketch only aired after Chappelle left the
show and Comedy Central aired an abbreviated Season Three with the remaining material that
Chappelle had already filmed, using other actors from the show as hosts. In the pixie sketch
Chappelle is on a plane when the flight attendant offers him a choice between fish and chicken
dinners. The pixie (Chappelle himself dressed in blackface and white gloves and speaking in an
exaggerated stereotypical dialect) tries to convince him to take the chicken, though Chappelle is
reluctant to do so out of concerns that he would be seen eating it by fellow passengers, most of
them white. Chappelle later said that he felt uncomfortable with the laughs that he got from
some of his white cast and crew members in the sketch, and that their laughs made him do some
soul-searching about the show and whether his satire was being misread by his audience.
It is difficult to say whether this was the only reason, or even the most important reason,
behind Chappelle leaving the show. Most likely there were other exacerbations going on,
including the pressures of rapid, suffocating fame that overtook him when the show became
popular. However, this is another example of the tricky terrain of racial satire for the black artist.
Sometimes keeping it real can go a little too right, as it does for “Monk” Ellison in Erasure, and
as it did for Dave Chappelle with that sketch, as it did for the character Pierre de la Croix in
Spike Lee’s film Bamboozled (2000), who produced a New Millenium Minstrel Show that he
thought would get him fired, but turned out to be a big hit.
I am aware that I may be going overboard with examples from film and television here.
These are the often the easiest narratives with which to discuss cultural theory as they are more
“accessible” than the novel, require less effort to partake in (simply at the level of the amount of
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hours it takes to consume them), and have broader cultural currency. The novel’s inability to
keep pace with other media is itself a topic that comes up in Erasure, and many other works, and
one that has a curiously gendered aspect to it.

Obsolescence and Scribbling Black Women
Earlier I mentioned seeing the 50 Cent/K’wan novel in a Borders Bookstore near the
CUNY Graduate Center. That Borders store has since closed, along with the entire franchise,
which folded in 2011 after forty years in business. This is just another anecdotal example of the
threat of obsolescence that haunts the contemporary novel, and every reader has many such
anecdotes now. It is a cliché to even say that we are in the midst of a media revolution, but it
seems every day brings more commentary on the effects of digital media on the intelligence,
political sensibilities and reading habits of the American public. In a digital world dominated by
audio-visual media, many people now question the future of literature. Are e-books, e-readers,
blogs and digital journals the future of literature and literary criticism? Is there any future for the
book and for “brick-and-mortar” bookstores and for libraries? Is social media eroding reading
habits and attention spans? Or is all of this anxiety coming from authorities in newspaper,
television and book-publishing industries who are threatened by a genuine democratization of
media?

In a 2006 book The Anxiety of Obsolescence: The American Novel in the Age of
Television, Kathleen Fitzpatrick identified several works of literary fiction that depict the threat
of television and digital technology to the existence of literature. In particular Fitzpatrick probes
164

the responses to obsolescence in American literary fiction and finds a strain of peculiarly raced
and gendered anxiety about the technological changes that are happening and their effects on
writing. While male authors, particularly in the elite world of literary fiction, tend to view
themselves as gatekeepers of writing and culture, protecting it from the hordes of women and
people of color, and lower class dullards, whose simple minds are easily seduced by the whizzbang of new media technologies and by the sentimental, melodramatic narratives of popular
fiction, films and television. Fitzpatrick’s book has helped to articulate some of my own
suspicions about the gender politics of Erasure. I had particularly noticed that black women
were often the targets of critique in the novel, and that black women were often associated with
the cultural frivolity impeding the kind of serious literature that Monk thinks intelligent AfricanAmericans should be reading.
As I mentioned in my survey of the academic novel, Nathaniel Hawthorne is considered
to have written the first college novel in American Literature when he published Fanshawe in
1828. One particular aspect of Hawthorne’s legacy is relevant to the critical interpretation of
Erasure. Nathaniel Hawthorne is notorious for having complained in a letter to one of his
publishers about the "damn'd mob of scribbling women" who were competing for his audience,
referring to the phenomenon of 19th century women who wrote sentimental novels. In Erasure
Monk essentially comes off as a latter day Hawthorne complaining about the damn’d mob of
scribbling black women who are ruining good literature. Monk repeatedly senses a threat to
literature coming from television and media, and repeatedly associates women with that threat,
whether it was Juanita Mae Jenkins who wrote the novel, the Oprah-eqsue Kenya Dunston, who
publicized Jenkins and Stagg Leigh on her TV show, the audiences of women who watch
Dunston and follow her literary recommendations, and even the love interest of the novel
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Marilyn, who Monk finds reading the novel and castigates her for doing so. As Kathleen
Fitzpatrick writes:
In his attack upon the “damn’d mob of scribbling women” who threatened his livelihood,
Hawthorne began the masculinization of the novelistic form at the same time he
pointedly separated his work–which he considered a form of high art–from the domestic
scribbles his female competitors produced. In the century and a half since, the novel has
become the grand old man of popular entertainments and has acquired through its
associations with the masculine and its aspirations to high art a thick veneer of
respectability. The rise of serious study of the novel on the university level during the
twentieth century–and the even more recent addition of the U.S. novel to the curriculum–
has further transformed an object of moral opprobrium into a source of spiritual and
ethical uplift. (14)
And she goes on to write:
The early accusations leveled at the novel are important both as a reminder that the novel
was not always considered the high-art form it is revered as today, and as an
acknowledgement that the concerns about more recent media forms revealed in
contemporary cultural discourses may seem equally baseless in the coming centuries. (15)
In an infamous dust-up with Oprah Winfrey, the novelist Jonathan Franzen voiced some
disapproval when his novel The Corrections was selected as part of Oprah’s Book Club.
Fitzpatrick uses the Franzen/Oprah controversy to frame her chapter on “Obsolescence, the
Marginal and the Popular.” She cites Andrea Huyssen’s idea of the “desire to differentiate” as a
driving force behind the white male novelist’s suspicion of popular culture. Evaluating
statements from male writers such as Franzen (who publicly expressed concern that the Oprah
stamp on his book would alienate male readers) and the media critic Neil Postman, whose
theories of media, she argues, contain a consistent association between mass culture and
feminization, Fitzpatrick finds that: “In a culture in which the ‘high’ is considered the
provenance of an elite, overwhelmingly masculine few, while the ‘low’ belongs to the feminine
mass, the act of distinguishing high from low is always an act of gendering and thus is always
politically charged” (25). I believe a similar dynamic happens in Erasure, as women seem to be
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the most consistent target of Monk’s critiques. This is an important point to consider in black
literature as so much of contemporary black writing is aimed at women readers, including the
recent growth of street novels, and an ongoing market for “chick lit.” Monk’s love interest in the
novel is a woman named Marilyn whom he meets during a trip to his family’s vacation home in
Maryland. (Again, the fact they have a vacation home at all is another marker of the Ellison
family’s class status.) When Monk spots a copy of We’s Lives in Da Ghetto on Marilyn’s
nightstand he criticizes her and an argument ensues:
“Have you ever known anybody who talks like they do in that book?” I could hear
the edge in my voice and though I didn’t want it there, I knew that once detected it could
never be erased.
What’s wrong with you?”
“Answer the question.”
“No, but so what? I just read through that dialect shit. I don’t like the way you’re
talking to me.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling genuinely bad for having sounded like I was attacking.
“It’s just that I find the book an idiotic, exploitative piece of crap and I can’t see how an
intelligent person can take it seriously.” So much for changing my tack.
Marilyn pulled the nearest pillow to her chest and rested her chin on it. “I think
you should leave”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Just go.”
As I left the room and approached the front door I could hear her crying. But
there was nothing to say. (188)

And thus, the argument put an end to their brief summer fling. The scene seems to indicate some
awareness on Everett’s part that Monk is being a bit pretentious in his fierce criticism of the
book and may be taking that criticism over the line into misogynistic outrage.
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Selling Erasure
While Erasure is just one fictional story of a particular academic intellectual who decides
to experiment with the implications of racial authenticity, it is my contention that all literary,
artistic and intellectual performance requires some aspect of practice and discipline, even in the
performance of arts more associated with “the people.” In black American culture this includes
artistic forms such as the blues, jazz, hip-hop and street fiction. The blues artist was never
simply picking up the guitar and playing from the soul, but rehearsed his or her musical skills on
the instrument in order to perform. Likewise, rappers must memorize and rehearse their lyrics in
order to be competent enough to perform regularly in front of paying audiences. Even if one
thinks of rap lyrics as little more than sub-literate doggerel, being a performer requires hours of
memorization, practice and studio time. Despite the genre’s pretensions of street life, and there
are certainly plenty of rappers with lengthy criminal records, one would not last long as a
performer in the industry without some form of practice to be able to reproduce the performance
on stage for paying audiences night after night. All of that preparation time is time is time spent
specifically not committing the acts of hedonism and violence often bragged about in gangsta rap
lyrics.
Therefore, the only way to preserve one’s authenticity in this paradigm is through the
dishonest concealment of artistic discipline and mastery of craft in behalf of an overemphasis on
“realness.” In some cases this may not even be intentional. Many jazz artists were meticulous
about their self-discipline as musicians, but found that some patronizing hipsters misinterpreted
their work as untrained expressions of the unconscious. Most famously, Norman Mailer took up
this position in an infamous essay published in Dissent magazine in 1957 “The White Negro.”
Mailer wanted white avant-garde artists to disaffiliate themselves from whiteness, with its inert
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rationality, and achieve the “cool” of black Americans, who he interpreted as living perpetually
under the spell of Eros, and who he saw as having a better and more authentic relationship to lust,
violence and death than whites. To Mailer, the way for the white hipster to tap into the Negro’s
special magic of not-giving-a-fuck was to become “psychopathic,” to shed the veneer of
civilization and get in touch with the unconscious.
With Erasure Percival Everett explores the troubling implications (and limitations) of
racial authenticity, and the novel is aimed at dismantling the cultural and political currency that
authenticity carries for the black intellectual inside and outside of the academy. Before his
meeting with the Hollywood producer who was interested in purchasing the film rights for Fuck,
Monk sat down to reflect on the paradoxical situation that he had put himself in.
…the irony was beautiful. I was a victim of racism by virtue of my failing to
acknowledge racial difference and by failing to have my art be defined as an exercise in
racial self-expression. So I would not be economically oppressed because of writing a
book that fell in line with the very books I deemed racist. And I would have to wear the
mask of the person I was expected to be. (212)
To further illustrate the meaning behind the concept of “erasure” as the guiding metaphor
for the novel, I include here another one of Monk’s fictional dialogues, this one between the
abstract expressionist painters Robert Rauschenberg and William de Kooning:
Rauschenberg: Here’s a piece of paper, Willem. Now draw me a picture. I don’t care
what it is a picture of or how good it is.
de Kooning: Why?
Rauschenberg: I intend to erase it.
de Kooning: Why?
Rauschenberg: Never mind that. I’ll fix your roof in exchange for the picture.
de Kooning: Okay. I believe I’ll use pencil, ink and grease pencil.
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Rauschenberg: Whatever.
(4 weeks later)
Rauschenberg: Well, it took me forty erasers, but I did it.
de Kooning: Did what?
Rauschenberg: Erased it. The picture your drew for me.
de Kooning: You erased my picture?
Rauschenberg: Yes
de Kooning: Where is it?
Rauschenberg: Your drawing is gone. What remains is my erasing and the paper which
was mine to begin with.
(Shows de Kooning the picture)
de Kooning: You put your name on it.
Rauschenberg: Why not? It’s my work.
de Kooning: Your work? Look at what you’ve done to my picture.
Rauschenberg: Nice job, eh? It was a lot of work erasing it. My wrist is still sore. I call
it “Erased Drawing.”
de Kooning: That’s very clever.
Rauschenberg: I’ve already sold it for ten grand.
de Kooning: You sold my picture?
Rauschenberg: No, I erased your picture. I sold my erasing. (227-228)

The dialogue brings to mind Shelley Eversely’s notion that the end result of the politics
of authenticity is dispossession, or erasure, of the black artist’s agency. As she writes,
The imposition of black authenticity repudiates the possibility of any art made by an
African American. Art requires invention, artifice, something not natural, but something
made by the imagination. In this way, racial authenticity is an invention masquerading as
the natural, ontological ‘truth’ about people of color…Even as authenticity promises
consciously and unconsciously a kind of cultural capital to black writers, it also imprisons
them in a logic that positions a myth of racial being as their contribution in art. It is a
prison, however comfortable and seemingly natural. (79)
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The dialogue also alludes to the cultural apparatus within which black art is produced, an
apparatus which black artists have often had difficulty getting control of in order to be able to
own and profit from their work.
Erasure further illustrates my thesis that the questions of responsibility and
representation are inescapable for the black intellectual. Monk thinks of himself as a literary
fiction writer, who yes, sometimes may choose to write about race, but it is certainly not
obligated to do so. And yet, here he finds himself embroiled in a scandal brought about by his
decision to act on his frustrations with racial discourses. He could have chosen to ignore We’s
Lives in the Ghetto and continue writing the books that he wanted to write, but even that would
not make the questions go away entirely. If we can imagine his character in an alternate reality
where he doesn’t write My Pafology, we can still imagine Monk as a writer who would have to
have some strategy for addressing his own thoughts and feelings about the popularity of
Jenkins’s novel as his friends and colleagues continue to hail it as a masterpiece and an authentic
representation of black life.
The concepts of authenticity that Everett taps into in Erasure are deeply engrained in
American popular culture. Perhaps one possible site of intervention is in doing what Andrew
Potter does in The Authenticity Hoax by naming the market as the culprit, as the site in which the
desire for the real is manipulated, and to examine the ways that desire functions in the market
place and coerces us to consume products by touting their authenticity. It is imperative that we
be cognizant of the ways in which the desire for authenticity are manipulated and exploited, even
if that manipulation and exploitation is inevitable, and we have to be suspicious whenever these
authenticity claims pop up with a price tag attached to them.
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Another strategy of confronting these authenticity discourses is to unpack the very
meanings of desire itself. Sigmund Freud’s work in psychoanalysis, elaborated upon by Jacques
Lacan, Giles Deleuze, and many others, gave us a language for thinking about the ways that
desire functions, as a need to acquire something to compensate for the inadequacy of the self. In
fact, what may be necessary for black intellectuals to fully understand how black performance
gets deployed and interpreted is a queer understanding of the politics of the black intellectual,
one in which the body, the psyche, and desire are inherent parts of this critical practice. This
queer critical practice would help us to identify and understand the ways in which sexuality is
always already embedded in racial discourses, and could help us to understand why the politics
of respectability as a counterdiscoursive practice to constructions of authentic blackness, often
turns out to be so futile. The next novel that I cover here, Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man,
takes on the politics of respectability and offers some possibilities for a queer black intellectual
practice.
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Chapter Four
Homo Academicus: Queering the Black Intellectual in Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man
The key to the understanding of any society lies in the observation and analysis of the
insignificant and the mundane. For one of the primary functions of societal institutions is
to conceal the basic nature of the society, so that the individuals that make up the power
structure can pursue the business of consolidating and increasing their power untroubled
by the minor carpings of a dissatisfied peasantry. Societal institutions act as fig leaves
for each other’s nakedness – the Church justifies the actions of the State, the State the
teachings of the School, the school the principles of the Economy, the Economy the
pronouncements of the Church. Truly efficient societies conceal the true nature of the
operations, motivations, and goals of all but the most minor institutions, some even
managing to control the appearances of the local parish, courthouse, board of education,
and chamber of commerce. But even the most efficient society loses control at some
point; no society, for example, is so efficient that it can disguise the nature of its sanitary
facilities. And so, when seeking to understand the culture or the history of a people, do
not look at the precepts of the religion, the form of the government, the curricula of the
schools, or the operations of businesses; flush the johns.
-David Bradley, The Chaneysville Incident (6)

I will not descend among professors and capitalists – I will turn up the ends of my
trousers around my boots, and my cuffs back from my wrists and go with the drivers and
boatmen and men that catch fish or work in the fields. I know they are sublime.”
– from the notebooks of Walt Whitman (Library of Congress, Notebook LC #80)

On July 21, 2011, a turbocharger overheated on one of the five main pump engines of the
North River Wastewater Treatment plant on the west side of Manhattan near Riverbank State
Park at 145th Street. The resulting fire caused sewage to be diverted to outfalls that flow out into
the Hudson River sending millions of gallons of raw sewage out into the water, and prompting
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Mayor Michael Bloomberg to declare the beaches in and around Manhattan unsafe to swim in
for several days after. 30
In Freudian terms we might call such an event “the return of the repressed.” Many of us
in the “developed” world live in houses for which the plumbing mechanisms are alien to us. At
most we know how to jiggle the handle when the toilet doesn’t flush. Many of us have to call in
specialists to troubleshoot and fix problems with these devices that are necessary to maintain a
clean and sanitary home. We live in buildings where the pipes that carry waste are concealed
behind walls and floors. We walk the city sidewalks where deep down below the sidewalks,
under our feet, flow millions of gallons of sewage through pipes that we rarely ever see. The
waste products of our bodies are whisked away into these complex networks of machinery,
helping us to maintain our hyper-hygienic, sterilized lives. Going about one’s daily activities in
New York, however, there are times when that privileged cleanliness gets punctured. It happens
each time we walk into the subway and get knocked out by the foul stench of human urine or
excrement left by someone somewhere in the station, or in some cases, emanating directly from
the body of a person standing nearby on the platform or sitting in one of the subway cars.
For the great New York poet Walt Whitman the body was the ultimate radical equalizer,
ground zero for democracy and spirituality, common denominator for all of humanity:
Behold, the body includes and is the meaning, the main
concern, and includes and is the soul;
Whoever you are, how superb and divine is your body,
or any part of it!
(“Starting from Paumanok”)
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That sounds all nice and mystical and everything, but embodiment is a funky business. There is
perhaps little else that illustrates the predicament of human corporeality more than our constant,
incessant need to void waste, by urinating or defecating, or expelling gas, or secreting fluids like
snot, phlegm, sweat and blood. The Splendor and Misery of Bodies, of Cities, was the proposed
title of a sequel to Delany’s popular 1984 science fiction novel Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of
Sand, a sequel which thus far has never materialized. (The unpublished, perhaps non-existent,
book has taken on almost mythical proportions among devoted Delany fans.) I like to think of
the title of this mythical text as an alternative title for The Mad Man.
I want to talk about “the splendor and misery of bodies, of cities” in Samuel R. Delany’s
pornographic/academic novel The Mad Man, for this emphasis on the body moving through the
metropolis is one of the best qualities of this particular novel, and one of the greatest qualities of
Delany as a writer. The Mad Man, like other Delany novels, is full of coarse talk about the body.
His other writings are filled with anecdotes about his own sexual experiences with a variety of
people whose bodies fall outside of heterosexual norms, and outside of certain normative gay
beauty ideals (of youth, thinness, whiteness, symmetry, ability). The characters represented in
his fiction have older bodies, fat bodies, workingmen’s bodies, transgendered bodies, diseased
bodies, bodies disabled since birth, bodies damaged from injury, or bodies affected by heavy
drug and alcohol use. The Mad Man is also full of ideas about racial identity and the body. The
characters in the novel talk about and pursue their desires for racial difference, and often use
racial epithets as a part of sexual play. One of the first serious critical readings of The Mad Man
came from literary critic Reed Woodehouse in his 1998 book Unlimited Embrace: A Canon of
Gay Fiction, 1945-1995. In his chapter on The Mad Man Woodehouse wrote: “All the ‘dirty’
talk about the body in fact pays homage to its beauty. No one in this book forgets he is
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‘embodied’…Delany is on the side of the body, which means being also on the side of all its
beautiful, tragic, and arbitrary concreteness – of race, age, looks. And like bodies he admires,
Delany’s speech is direct, funky, unhypocritical, and lively” (220).
In this chapter I discuss The Mad Man as an academic novel, and place it in the context
of African-American literary criticism on race and sexuality. In earlier chapters I’ve discussed
the politics of respectability as a strategic response used by some black intellectuals and political
leaders to counteract derogatory images of African-Americans in popular media, and as a means
of social upward mobility. The early years of black education were circumscribed by a discourse
of respectability, much of it rooted in Christian civilizationism. Students at early historically
black colleges in the 19th and 20th centuries were not only taught in academic subjects, but also in
table manners, grooming and other forms of social etiquette. In Booker T. Washington’s Up
From Slavery he wrote of the “gospel of the toothbrush,” which he learned from General Samuel
Armstrong when he was at Hampton Institute:
It has been interesting to note the effect that the use of the toothbrush has had in bringing
about a higher degree of civilization among the students. With few exceptions, I have
noticed that if we can get a student to the point where, when the first or second
toothbrush disappears, he of his own notion buys another, I have not been disappointed in
the future of the individual. Absolute cleanliness of the body has been insisted upon from
the first. The students have been taught to bathe as regularly as to take their meals. (81)

Recent work in black studies has served to trouble this politics of respectability, showing the
ways in which, yes, this strategy did serve to help some talented black intellectuals to achieve
some measure of social upward mobility. And certainly a statement like Washington’s must be
put in the context of the situation: Southern black colleges were filled with rural Southern blacks,
some of whom had never left the small towns they came from before, and Washington was on a
mission to assimilate them into middle-class bourgeois values, and make them at ease with
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socializing in the presence of whites, a necessary skill if they were to work as the service
workers for Southern whites, as Washington hoped for and articulated in his 1895 Cotton States
and International Exposition Speech. However, this critical work on respectability also raises
questions about how the paradigm of respectability also has a tendency to reinforce notions of
inherent inequality. For instance, in his book Aberrations in Black (2004) sociologist Roderick
Ferguson proposed a “queer of color” critique against sociological discourses that construct
black persons as sexually abnormal, and black families as inherently disorganized. In this
chapter I will be discussing other similar works which engage the overlap of racial and sexual
discourses. By reading The Mad Man as an academic novel I would like to examine the ways in
which a queer interpretation of blackness (and a black interpretation of queerness) can enhance
our understanding of black intellectual strategies and practices.
Samuel Ray “Chip” Delany, Jr. was born on April Fool’s Day, April 1, 1942 in the New
York neighborhood of Harlem. His father, Samuel R. Delany, Sr. was the youngest of ten
children in a family of black educators and professionals involved with St. Augustine’s College,
a black Episcopal college founded in Raleigh, North Carolina in 1867. Samuel Sr. moved to
New York in 1924 and went on to become a successful funeral director in Harlem as the owner
of Levy and Delany Funeral Home. His wife, Margaret Delany, worked for the New York
Public Library. (The Delany family’s life in Harlem in the 1920s was fictionalized in Chip
Delany’s novella “Atlantis: Model 1924” in Atlantis: Three Tales.) Samuel R. Delany, Jr.
graduated from the competitive magnet school Bronx High School of Science in 1959. He
briefly attended City College of New York but decided to drop out less than a year into his
studies in order to complete his first science fiction novels. He published his first science fiction
novel The Jewels of Aptor at the age of 19, and has since published over 40 books including
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science fiction and fantasy novels, autobiography, pornographic novels, graphic novels, and
books of critical essays on literature and sexuality. His most recent novel Through the Valley of
the Nest of Spiders (2012) bears many points of contact with The Mad Man as a pornographic
novel, including the appearance of a statue similar to the mythical beast that emerges from the
Hudson River in the opening “proem” of The Mad Man. In 2007 Delany was the subject of a
documentary, The Polymath, or the Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman, directed
by Fred Barney Taylor. 31
In The Mad Man Samuel R. Delany tells the story of a young black graduate student in
philosophy named John Marr who is working on a dissertation about Timothy Hasler, a (fictional)
young Korean philosopher who was murdered in a New York City hustling bar in 1973 when he
was only 29 years old. Delany connects Marr’s research on philosophy and on the work of
Hasler to a long philosophical tradition examining the relationship between thought and matter,
between the mind and the body. Through extensive use of scatological imagery juxtaposed with
philosophical concepts, The Mad Man challenges the idea that the mental activity of education
and learning is wholly separate from physical embodiment. By the end of The Mad Man John
Marr has come to realize what the romantic poet William Blake meant when he wrote that “the
road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.”
Among my favorite of Samuel Delany’s critical essays is a piece called “Street
Talk/Straight Talk,” published in his essay collection Shorter Views. “Street Talk/Straight Talk”
is a brilliant examination of the differences and overlaps between the informal discourses of the
street, and the formalized discourses of academia, between the anecdotal and the citational. To
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infuse a bit of “street talk” here that perhaps illustrates our unconscious attitudes toward the
nature of excrement: In the black vernacular, a popular way of saying that a person is arrogant,
or full of himself, or otherwise filled with an inflated sense of self-regard, is to say “he thinks his
shit don’t stink.” The popular aphorism belies a certain common sense understanding about
human frailty and the democratic nature of the body. Despite the fact that some people try to act
otherwise, everyone has to shit regularly, everyone has a body, and everyone’s body over the
course of its life cycle undergoes certain anatomical functions that are embarrassing and
undignified, including the voiding of waste, deterioration with age, and eventually the rotting
away of the flesh after death.
As I mentioned in this dissertation’s introduction, a quote from Samuel Delany interview
helped to spark the idea for this project. In “The Phil Leggiere Interview” from Shorter Views:
Queer Thoughts and the Politics of the Paraliterary Delany wrote:
You’ve mentioned pornography and mysteries as two genres my new book The Mad Man
plays with. But the most important genre – or sub-genre – it takes to itself is the
“academic novel.” And, as academic novels go, it’s a pretty scathing one. It’s a novel
that allegorizes – if you want to read it that way – the situation our contemporary
graduate students (who, in most major research universities, teach 50 percent or more of
our university classes) have to endure in order to survive. Jarrell’s Pictures of an
Institution, Amis’s Lucky Jim, or Philip Roth’s Letting Go are really the books it contests
with. Exploding, or just messing with, the expectations of the academic novel is where it
does its most subversive work…(312)
One of the ways in which Delany subverts the expectations of the academic novel is by setting
The Mad Man in the city. John Marr spends most of his time in the novel away from the
campus and away from its cloistered academic community. In the introduction to the 2004
Everyman’s Library edition of Vladimir Nabokov’s 1953 academic novel Pnin, the academic
novelist and critic David Lodge discussed the relationship between Pnin and two other academic
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novels of the 1950s, Randall Jarrell’s Pictures from an Institution and Mary McCarthy’s Groves
of Academe.
What the three books have in common is a pastoral campus setting, a “small world"
removed from the hustle and bustle of modern urban life, in which social and political
behaviour can be amusingly observed in the interaction of characters whose high
intellectual pretensions are often let down by their very human frailties. (xiii)
The Mad Man, however, is instead set in that very hustling and bustling modern metropolis. Not
only is it set in the city, but the metaphysics of the city is a significant part of the novel’s
narrative construction. There are many similarities between the action of The Mad Man, and
Delany’s ideas about city life in his book Times Square Red, Times Square Blue (1999), a work
in which Delany draws on Jane Jacobs’s influential urban study The Death and Life of Great
American Cities and suggests that the interclass contact that happens in cities is one of the things
that makes city life unique, humane and desirable. Delany rejects the typical suburban
admonition that one should “never talk to strangers.” In fact, talking to strangers is the very thing
that one must learn to do again, and again, in order to successfully navigate city life at all. This
contact between people of different races, classes, occupations and sexual identities happens all
throughout the story of The Mad Man. Again, the scholarship on black studies and queer studies
shows how cities have served as important spaces in which this type of contact happens, and
have thus been the fertile ground on which new black and gay subcultures have formed.
Samuel R. Delany’s The Mad Man was first published in 1994 by Richard Kasak Books,
spanning over 500 pages in its original hardback edition. However, it is the heavily revised 2002
paperback edition published by the now defunct small press Voyant Publishing that I am using
for this study. The fundamental story of the novel remains the same in this newer version. There
are no major characters or new plot developments added that radically change the story (though a
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part in the end where Marr goes to visit his partner’s family in Maryland was significantly
expanded in the Voyant edition). But I do feel it is important to call attention to the novel’s
original publication date since it was first published much closer to the earliest dates of the
HIV/AIDS epidemic. The novel is in itself a historical document of that crisis, just as his 1985
novella “The Tale of Plagues and Carnivals” and other works of gay fiction published in the
1980s and 1990s portrayed the epidemic as it unfolded, including Randy Shilt’s And The Band
Played On, Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart, and Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, and
Sarah Schulman’s People in Trouble.
The first section of the novel, “Part I: The Systems of the World” begins: “I do not have
AIDS. I am surprised that I don’t. I have had sex with men weekly, sometimes daily – without
condoms – since my teens, though true, it’s been overwhelmingly…no, more accurately, it’s
been since 1980 – all oral, not anal.” These are the first words in the novel from the narrator
John Marr, a graduate student in philosophy at the fictional Enoch State University.

As Reed

Woodehouse notes, in this first paragraph Delany throws down the gauntlet and declares what
the novels relationship to the HIV/AIDS epidemic and homosexuality will be. John Marr is not
an “innocent victim” but rather a “guilty victor,” a promiscuous gay man in New York during the
heights of the AIDS crisis who has managed to avoid contracting the disease. The paragraph
speaks to Delany’s ideas about the epidemiology of HIV/AIDS, namely that oral sex is an
extremely low risk active and that anal sex is a far more likely source of seroconversion than the
medical establishment has been able to determine, largely because of what Delany interprets as
methodological flaws in much of the research on HIV/AIDS transmission.
This beginning is a deliberate inversion of the opening lines of an article written during
the AIDS epidemic by the writer Harold Brodkey, who remained heterosexually married
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throughout his life, but admitted to having had gay sex which was the likely source of his
infection. The article appeared in The New Yorker over two issues, starting in June, 1994. It
began, "I have AIDS. I am surprised that I do. I have not been exposed since 1977, which is to
say that my experiences, my adventures with homosexuality took place largely in the 1960s and
70s, and back then I relied on time and abstinence to indicate my degree of freedom from
infection and to protect others and myself . . ." Brodkey's article was later published in revised
form in 1996 in his collection of essays titled This Wild Darkness: The Story of My Death.
Brodkey died in January of 1996, before the book was published.
Delany’s intervention here also reminds me of Pearl Cleage’s 1997 novel What Looks
Like Crazy on an Ordinary Day which features an HIV-positive black female protagonist named
Ava Johnson. While sitting in an airport looking at a TV talk show with HIV positive panelists,
Johnson rants about the “almost-a-virgin” rhetoric that she kept hearing from the guests on the
show. Cleage’s narrator interprets this as a strategic ploy for innocence, where they attempt to
persuade the audience that their own seroconversion to HIV positive status can be mitigated by
the fact that they really had not screwed around that much before it happened. She mocks the
host’s repeated use of the term full-blown AIDS: “Full blown AIDS. As opposed to half-blown
AIDS, I guess” (3). Johnson dismisses the panelists’ feeble attempts at innocence. “The thing is,
half these bitches are lying. More than half. They get diagnosed and all of a sudden they’re
Mother Teresa. I can’t be positive! It’s impossible! I’m practically a virgin! Bullshit. They
got it just like I got it: fucking men” (3).

The epidemiology of HIV/AIDS is something that

Delany examines in the The Mad Man, and the book includes the full-text of a 1987 article from
the medical journal The Lancet, an article which Delany holds up as one of the very few studies
of the epidemic that includes a detailed analysis of specific sexual acts and their rates of sero182

conversion which seem to show a strong correlation between insertive anal sex and seroconversion to HIV status. The conceit of The Mad Man’s sexual excess is that for all of its
messy exchanging of bodily fluids, anal sex is the one thing that the characters do not do.
John Marr was born and raised in Staten Island, New York to a working class black
family. “I entered high school at twelve, college at sixteen, and graduate school at twenty, A’s
A-minuses, and attendant scholarships generally and generously trailing behind. Also I was that
terror of my fellows, ‘a good test taker’” (6). He earned an undergraduate degree in philosophy
at the fictional Enoch State University and eventually enrolls in the school’s graduate program in
philosophy. Systems of the World was the title of the “grand Hegelian project” that Marr was
considering for a dissertation, but which he now realized was too naively ambitious. In the
opening pages of the novel Marr is back in his home city of New York and recently moved into
an apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. He is supporting himself by working as an
office temp, while trying to complete his dissertation on the life and work of Timothy Hasler.
John Marr’s advisor is Irving Mossman, a 47 year old Jewish associate professor of
philosophy at Enoch State. Mossman convinces John to work on a collaborative project on the
life and work of Hasler. Mossman would be writing a biography of Hasler, bringing insights
from some of Hasler’s unpublished works, and John Marr would provide valuable research
assistance while also completing his own dissertation about Hasler’s published work. As
Mossman says to him, “three years, we’ll both be finished. I’ll have my book, and you’ll have
your doctorate…if not your doctorate and a publishable book” (11). The real objective for
Mossman is, of course, the promised land of tenure.
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The subject of their research is Timothy Hasler. Like Marr, Hasler was also an
intellectual prodigy and a product of New York. He was born to a father who was half-Korean
and a Korean mother. (The last name Hasler was from his paternal grandfather, an Englishman).
Hasler attended the prestigious Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan and went on to be accepted
at 14 years old into Stilford University in California where he studied philosophy as an
undergraduate and a graduate student. Hasler was murdered in 1973 at 29 years old in a bar on
Fiftieth Street and Ninth Avenue in Manhattan. (Eventually John Marr figures out that this was a
hustling bar populated by older “Johns” and the young men who have sex with them for money.)
At the time of his death Hasler had published 16 refereed articles, and had also published a book
in 1967 called Pascal, Nietzsche, Peirce, a study tying together the thought of Blaise Pascal,
Freidrich Nietzsche and Charles Sanders Peirce. As Marr goes on to explain, Timothy Hasler
had a truncated academic career littered with periods where he dropped out of school to travel.
His dissertation was never completed and only existed in the form of five chapter drafts that had
been circulating through photocopies among the small cadre of philosophy academics interested
in Hasler’s work.
Hasler had also published some science fiction work and John Marr was particularly
taken with it. “And (my favorite) Hasler was six published (and we discovered, two fragmentary
and unpublished) science fiction stories, that, against titanic intergalactic backgrounds to dwarf
Star Trek, Star Wars, and Dune, turned on some of the finer mathematics that informed his
articles on the philosophy of natural languages” (9). The reaction of academic scholars to
Hasler’s fiction underscores Delany’s criticism on science fiction and fantasy as “paraliterary”
genres.
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The plan to collaborate with Mossman on Hasler’s life seems like a good one until
Mossman sends a letter to John in New York saying that he had come across some unsettling
material in Hasler’s journals. “Hasler must have been indulging in the most degrading – and
depressing – sexual ‘experiments’: bums on the New York City streets, destitute alcoholics in
Riverside Park, white, black or Hispanic winos lounging about on the island in the middle of
upper Broadway, about whom his only criterion could have been, as far as I can make out, the
dirtier the better” (18) In another letter, Mossman writes: “Tell me John, how can I write a
biography of someone when I find I’ve been walking through the streets for a couple of hours
muttering to myself: ‘He was an obnoxious little chink with an unbelievable nasty sex life…’”
(40). It is at this point that John realizes Mossman is the wrong person to be writing Hasler’s
biography. It is also at that point that John begins to carry out his own Hasler-inspired sexual
experimentation, venturing out into Riverside Park for sex with several homeless men, and later
going to the Golden Shower Association (GSA) “Wet Night” held at The Mine Shaft, a leather
bar in the lower Manhattan neighborhood known as the Meatpacking District.

The activity that Mossman is referring to in Hasler’s work, and the activity which John
engages in, forms the bulk of this novel’s pornographic content: sex with and between homeless
men, sometimes in the streets and parks of New York, and sometimes in John Marr’s apartment.
That Hasler’s murder was somehow linked to this perversion is what Mossman tunes into. But
as Ray Davis writes in his essay on Delany’s pornographic novels “Delany’s Dirt”, “Yes, tragedy
happens to perverts. But to introduce the ‘perverse’ into a tragic situation is by default to imply
that the perversion itself is to blame” (178). It is precisely that mythic literary archetype that
Delany challenges in The Mad Man, both in the death of Hasler, and in the AIDS pandemic that
soon takes over the foreground of the novel, as it took over the lives of many gay men in the
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1980s regardless of their HIV status. One of the many ways in which the book breaks
convention is by neither settling for a simplistic and untroubled celebration of promiscuity, nor
indulging in the cliché that perversion always leads to a tragic end. Though Hasler indeed died,
tragically, and young, it was often his sexuality that fueled his brilliant philosophy, something
that Mossman cannot seem to understand when he discovers Hasler’s sexual life and attempts to
deal with it by separating “the sexual practice from the thinking.” (40)

The storyline about Mossman and his approach to Hasler studies dramatizes the type of
resistance that existed against gay and lesbian studies in the academy. Through Mossman as a
“villain” Delany shows the hypocrisy in some academics’ responses to queer studies, and is a
welcome corrective to the assumption of a universal “liberal bias” in higher education. It has
only been in recent years that LGBT studies has received any kind of acceptance in higher
education. Scholars like Mossman shunned the intrusion of queer theory and sexual identity
politics into academic discourse, but thought nothing of bringing sexual gossip to discredit an
intellectual whom they disagreed with. More to the point, that sexuality is often seen as the
source of the tragedy. In an essay called “Atlantis Rose” on the poet Hart Crane, Delany
examined this kind of rhetoric in the previous literary scholarship on the poet, particularly from
“New Critics” who insisted on ignoring artistic biography as a part of their critical analysis.
These critics often brought up salacious sexual gossip about Crane but refused to see the
homosexual coding that was a direct part of his work. (Longer Views). At one point in The Mad
Man, John remembers the homophobia of a homeless Puerto Rican in Riverside Park who had
threatened to beat him up with a nail-adorned piece of wood when John propositioned him for
sex. He connects that violence to Irving Mossman’s homophobic response toward Hasler’s
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sexual practices. Mossman was oblivious to Hasler’s sexual orientation when he knew him, and
admitted to being disgusted enough by the things he found in Hasler’s writing that he considered
giving up the project. And yet, he still considered writing about Hasler as an opportunity to
advance his own career. As John put it, “Faggots, I thought. Good people if you need something
from them. Otherwise, bust ‘em in the side with a fucking board.” (65)
What is as important as the messiness in the novel is the fear of the mess, the bourgeois
reactions to it. The cognitive dissonance that the piss and shit creates for Mossman, is rooted in a
certain violence that Mossman has accepted as normal in the romanticized world of esteemed
philosophers he has tried to create for himself. For Mossman, it was better to avoid the nastier
parts of Hasler’s biography altogether than try to interrogate them philosophically. Delany
captured the logic of that violence best in his essay “Shadow and Ash,” where he uses an analogy
of a missing sock.
The person maintaining neatness, however, must constantly go through some version of
the following: The sock has no mate. Out it goes. Now I shall forget it. And if – in an
hour or a day or week – the other turns up, out it goes too! And I shall forget it, too!
It is worth remembering that bourgeois order is only maintained at the expense of a
ruthless, if not outright violent attitude toward the objects – if not the people – which
deviate from it. (160)
Consider then, the violence done to the homosexual in order to maintain heterosexual
nationhood. In his essay “Tearing the Goat’s Flesh” in his book Black Gay Man, Robert ReidPharr makes a similar point when he says that “To strike the homosexual, the scapegoat, the sign
of chaos and crisis, is to return the community to normality, to create the boundaries around
blackness…” (104).

This is another example of how The Mad Man challenges us to think about

the necessity of a black queer intellectual practice, for it is the black homosexual who has so
often borne the brunt of this normality, both from within and outside of the black community. A
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black queer politics is one which emphasizes social transformation rather than one that seeks
inclusion into this practice of bourgeois heteronormative violence.

The centerpiece of the novel is a nearly 70 page letter that John Marr writes to a graduate
student classmate named Sallie. Coincidentally, Sallie has become involved in a relationship
with the much older Irving Mossman. Sallie hears the stories about a gay cancer circulating
through gay communities in San Francisco and New York and writes to John out of concern for
his health. Her questions trigger a fit of writing for John that lasts over the course of three
months in the fall where he cranks out the long letter explaining to her in vivid detail the sexual
underground that he has experienced in New York. In the letter he explains to her how he has
made peace with his own fears about the epidemic.
The last two sections of the novel follow John’s relationship with a big tall bear of a man
named Leaky Sowps. John first sees Leaky rummaging through a garbage can on Broadway,
and later introduces himself to Leaky and strikes up a conversation. It is only later that he
realizes his friend Crazy Joey set the whole thing up because he thought John and Leaky had
similar sexual interests and might get along. John and Leaky indeed hit it off famously, and their
love story unfolds in the last two chapters of the novel.
The climax of the novel (and the term “climax” takes on many meanings in this case)
comes in the form of a urine-soaked, shit-covered orgy in John Marr’s apartment set up by Leaky
and Crazy Joey who invite several of their homeless friends from the park, including a character
named Michael Kerns, a tall, prison-muscled, light-skinned black man who goes by the name
Mad Man Mike. John figures out Mad Man Mike is actually the same Michael Kerns who
Timothy Hasler had once dated, and he hilariously tries to “interview” Kerns about what he
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knows about Hasler, but keeps being diverted by the sexual activity going on around him. The
whole episode leaves John Marr’s apartment a mess, much like the mess that John discovers had
happened in Hasler’s apartment in the same building years ago, “transforming the cozy clutter of
the student and philosopher’s retreat into an apocalypse of piss and shit.” (277)
The orgy is animated by this inventive game of “buying” and “selling” sex that is all
orchestrated by Mad Man Mike. When one character who “owns” another wants to turn his
partner out, he does so in exchange for a penny, and never more than that. Mike is adamant
about the fact that no one can ever turn out someone else for more than a penny. The exchange
system fairly obviously represents an alternative mode of capital. And the novel’s tragic ending
comes when Crazy Joey introduces this penny exchange system into a system of capitalist
accumulation, when they go out to the very same hustling bar in Hell’s Kitchen where Hasler
was murdered. What happens to Joey in the bar is what happens to anyone who tries to
introduce a system of free exchange into a system heavily invested in selling the same
commodity at a profit. He gets murdered.
So far I have tried to establish a sense of the plot of the novel and some of the ideas that
can be gleaned from the narrative. What is more difficult to describe, what even seems out of
place in this sober, rational form of the academic dissertation, is the experience of reading The
Mad Man.

For Reed Woodehouse, there was the shock of recognition that Delany was writing

about the weekly parties hosted by the Golden Shower Association (GSA) at the leather club The
Mineshaft, which was an actual club in Manhattan.
When I first read this passage, my heart lurched. Was he really going to talk about that?
How much? With what degree of irony? The answers were: Yes; A lot; and None.)
Mine was a self-protective question as well as a thrilled one. I, after all, had gone to
GSA Nights at the Mineshaft. I have no idea whether Marr’s experience is also Delany’s,
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but does it matter? One can only assume that anyone who has written in such loving
detail about the Mineshaft has been there. Furthermore, for most readers (even gay
readers), even to imagine what Delany has lusciously described is to damn yourself as a
pervert. (221)
Another critic who explores this lurid aspect of The Mad Man is Steven Shaviro who wrote about
the novel in an extensive blog essay. As he put it:
I don’t know how many readers will really get off on the pornographic scenarios that
make so large a part of the novel (I have to admit that it didn’t do much for me in that
regard); but it’s crucial to note that Delany does not endeavor to “redeem” or “transcend”
pornography, to turn it into something “higher.” He insists on the aim of physically
arousing the reader: which of course is what makes pornography a “low” and scandalous
genre; in polite society, rhetorical effects are supposed to work only on the mind, not on
the body. Thus again, the philosophical themes of the novel are energized and given form
by the pornographic depictions, rather than standing in opposition to them. (“The Mad
Man”)
Here Shaviro articulates something important about what makes Delany’s pornographic writing
so powerful; his particular skill for provoking a visceral reaction with the sensual details of his
writing, whether that reaction be arousal or disgust. And Shaviro also touches on the idea of the
“transgressive” in Delany’s writing. The intellectual content of The Mad Man is what makes it
possible to “redeem” for academic audiences, but I also like to think of the novel moving out
through the world among readers who read the novel as pornography. Among the friends that I
know who enjoy Delany’s work are some gay men in the kinky community. In 2005, shortly
after Hogg was republished by Fiction Collective 2, an acquaintance of mine (a close friend of
my roommate at the time) personally arranged to take Delany out for lunch where the writer
autographed over a dozen copies of the novel for some fans in the leather and bdsm communities,
readers who take more than just a literary-critical pleasure in the content of Delany’s
pornographic novels.
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The Mad Man is consistent with the rest of Delany’s body of work in his extensive use of
intertextuality. Many of his writings contain intentional allusions, references and echoes of other
works. There are significant overlaps between the narrative of The Mad Man, and at least three
other Delany books. The long letter in The Mad Man is a version of a letter that Delany wrote to
a friend which appears in in the book 1984, a collection of letters from that year. Delany wrote
them specifically for inclusion in a book project, and the text reads like an epistolary novel, that
is, once again, a document of the HIV/AIDS crisis as it unfolded in its early years. The
collection was published by Voyant in 2000. One other work that overlaps with The Mad Man is
the “Tale of Plaques and Carnivals,” a short novella published in 1985 as the latter part of a
novel called Flight from Neveryon. The date makes “Tale of Plagues and Carnivals” one the
earliest fictional representations of HIV/AIDS published in the U.S. Flight from Neveryon was
the third in a four part sword and sorcery series collectively titled Return to Neveryon. Delany
was already in the middle of the series when the AIDS epidemic began to spread, and he writes
the real life events of that time into the story in the form of a plague that comes to Kolhari, the
fictional society in which the story is set. The “Tale of Plagues and Carnivals” is interspersed
with Delany’s non-fiction reflections on what was happening during the epidemic in New York,
many of which are similar to the observations that John Marr makes in The Mad Man. Lastly,
the graphic novel Bread and Wine, illustrated by the artist Mia Wolff, with an introduction by the
graphic novelist Alan Moore. The book is an illustrated autobiographical account of how Delany
met his current partner Dennis Rickett who at the time was homeless and selling books on the
street in the Upper West Side. Their relationship clearly bears some points of contact with the
relationship between John Marr and Leaky in The Mad Man.
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Since its publication The Mad Man has received several other interesting critical readings
beyond the ones I have already discussed here. One intrepid critic of Delany’s work, Mary
Catherine Foltz, inventively reads the pornographic scatology in The Mad Man from an ecocritical perspective in her essay, “The Excremental Ethics of Samuel R. Delany.” Foltz sees in
Delany’s scatology an opportunity to discuss the environmental impact of bourgeois Western
sanitation practices, and the hyper-hygienic way of life in the wealthiest parts of the world. And
Foltz’s essay was published before the sewage accident I mentioned in the beginning of this
essay, but her analysis directly relates to the implications of the sewage spill, and indeed of all
waste treatment of the water supply.
All of our technologies for the cleanliness of bathrooms such as paper seat covers, plastic
seat covers that revolve with the wave of a hand (so popular in airports), automatic
flushing, and space-age self-showering toilets that flush themselves with water after the
occupant has left the cubicle (popular in European tourist cities) deny the fact that most
of our drinking water maintains remnants of the urine and feces that we daily seek to
avoid. These water sports are laughable; our disgust at the excess of our bodies and the
excess of the bodies of others causes us to create spaces where contact is limited, and yet
the excrement that we adamantly flush returns to the rivers, complete with chemical
alteration, and floats into our homes chlorinated and ready for ingestion. (42)

She goes on to state that the way Delany uses “waste” in the novel can be interpreted on multiple
levels, as “the homeless, or human ‘trash’ of the city, the dead, the diseased and dying, the
excrement of the body as well as the excess of academic discourses like philosophy” (46). She
also writes:
As the disposal of waste may be the largest problem facing life on earth today, any
discussion of subject formation that challenges the continued burial of excess and the
manic consumption of the ‘new’ packaged, clean product has much to offer our consumer
culture. How we change our interactions with waste or not will assuredly determine if we
will be able to continue to subsist on Earth. (43)
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Though homelessness is depicted in the novel, Delany is careful to state in the opening
disclaimer that he does not attempt to provide an accurate portrait of what life is like for the
thousands of homeless New Yorkers. As he points out, the novel’s activity takes place in
warmer weather and does not at all depict the horrific ordeals of having to live outdoors in the
cold Northern winters.

Delany and Black Studies
In recent years, there seems to be an increasing interest in Delany’s work among
academic scholars in black studies, and his work is regularly written about, assigned and
discussed in courses. It hasn’t always been this way. When Delany began his writing career as a
science-fiction writer in the 1960s, few readers knew of his racial or sexual identity. (This was
back in those ancient times before everyone’s business was all over the Internet.) Over the years,
as his autobiography has become better known, his work has increasingly been analyzed by
scholars in queer studies and black studies. An excerpt from “Atlantis: Model 1924,” his novella
based on the life of his family in 1920s Harlem, is now included in The Norton Anthology of
African-American Literature.
Jeffrey Allen Tucker has the distinction of having written the first book-length single
author study on Delany’s work, A Sense of Wonder: Samuel R. Delany, Race, Identity and
Difference (2004). Tucker’s book analyzes the concept of race in Delany’s work, and in
particular Tucker writes about the parts of Delany’s work where he directly engages ideas about
African-American identity. With the rise of the Internet, Delany is now widely known as “that
black gay science fiction writer,” but Tucker’s book is valuable because he reconstructs the
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evolution of Delany’s identity as a black gay writer, and shows how his racial and sexuality
identities have been discussed among critics and fans. Tucker explores Delany’s engagement
with the politics of racial and sexual identity, and challenges several critics who, for one reason
or another, whether to chastise or celebrate Delany, have made the claim that he rejects being
racially identified or that he dismisses identity politics as frivolous. Tucker describes A Sense of
Wonder as “an attempt to counter the invention of Delany as divested from ‘race’ and to respond
to readings of his works that fail to appreciate their meaningful engagements with race and other
issues within the wide scope of African American Studies” (53). Tucker challenges such antiessentialist readings and mines Delany’s writing for Delany’s own interpretations of racial and
sexual identity and he finds that Delany’s writing has always included ideas about racial, sexual
and other forms of identity, and that he has written on these topics on many occasions including
his essays such as “Some Queer Notions of Race,” and “Coming/Out.” Tucker navigates
through all of this work, selecting passages where Delany has addressed issues of AfricanAmerican identity and pieces them together to show a sustained and continuing engagement with
race in general, and blackness in particular. Again, this is all much clearer now (than it was in
the 1960s and 1970s when Delany was a commercial science fiction writer) with new work in
circulation such as the documentary The Polymath, wherein Delany talks about his own family’s
history and speaks on the violent history of racism in America. One misconception that Tucker
seeks to refute comes from Ross Posnock in Color and Culture: Black Writers and the Making of
the Modern Intellectual, where Posnock reads Delany into a tradition of black cosmopolitans
such as Alain Locke and W.E.B. Du Bois, and constructs Delany as an “anti-race raceman.”
Tucker quibbles with Posnock’s interpretation by showing Delany’s engagement and embrace of
African-American identity and black political movements. At times, yes, Delany has undercut
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metaphysical notions of identitarian essentialism, not because he sees identity as irrelevant, but
because he sees it as “provisional.” For instance, writing about gay identity in the essay titled
“Aversion/Perversion/Diversion,” in Longer Views, Delany says that:
Gay identity is a strategy I approve of wholly, even if, at a theoretical level, I question the
existence of that identity as having anything beyond a provisional or strategic
reality…For me, Gay Identity – like the joys of Gay Pride Day, weekends on Fire Island,
and the delight of tickets to the opera – is an object of context, not of the self – which
means, like the rest of the context, it requires analysis, understanding, interrogation, even
sympathy, but never an easy and uncritical acceptance. (143)
And in the book Queer Representations (edited by Martin Duberman) he writes:
If I have a statement to make about the politics of identity, it concerns the notion that
there is such a thing as a real, transcendental, grounded, fundamental identity. All
identity questions are merely strategic, merely provisional. You have to acknowledge the
provisional situation you are in at a particular time. (Queer Representations 368)
Thus, Delany’s project seems to be the de-transcendentalization of racial categories, while also
examining the strategic political and social functions that such identities serve. This subject
comes up in Delany’s 2007 novel Dark Reflections, where the poet and adjunct professor Arnold
Hawley complains that some of his students still capitalize Black, and he explains the political
importance of the lower case designation for racial categories that do not refer to a specific
proper place (such as Caucasian, or Indian). Despite their different interpretations, Tucker
declares that he and Posnock have the same goal, “to locate Delany within traditions of AfricanAmerican thought and culture” (12).

I too am interested in putting Delany’s work in conversation with the black literary canon
(keeping in mind that canons are always contested and unstable). I’d like to see what kind of
readerly and critical responses we can generate by bringing a writer who some may see as an
idiosyncratic outlier right into the center of African-American literature. Again, my thesis is that
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all black academic novels necessarily contain ideas about representation and responsibility, given
the historical relationship of African-Americans to higher education. While John Marr may not
seem especially fraught about his relationship to the black community in the ways that I have
described other protagonists in academic fiction (Thelonious Ellison in Erasure, Benjamin
Puttbutt in Japanese by Spring), the novel does gesture to the politics of black intellectuals; in
conversations with his friendship with Pheldon, a West Indian photo librarian and fellow “snow
queen”; with the snippets of information that he gives about his background in a middle class
black family on Staten Island; with his relationships to his academic colleagues, some of whom
seem baffled by John Marr’s identity as a black gay graduate student in philosophy; in
conversations with his homeless white lover, Leaky, as their relationship develops and they learn
to negotiate their desires for racially charged sexual fantasies.

John Marr is a character who is

politically literate about race. He is obviously no militant black nationalist, but neither is he
interested in “getting over it” or aspiring to some kind of race-blind utopia or even a classless
utopia. Desire for race and desire for class difference is inscribed throughout the novel. And
the book does much of its subversive work at the level of desire. Instead of some
condescending bleeding-heart story about the sad plight of the homeless, Delany fetishizes and
objectifies the poor and dispossessed, even daring to consider that the habits of the poor may be
more humane and just than those of the bourgeosie, including those nice, respectable academics
with their rhetoric of liberal “tolerance.” The Mad Man is a provocation, in the best sense of the
word. It is a novel that challenges black and gay respectabilities, and in that challenge offers new
opportunities to explore connections between black and queer studies, and re-engage issues of
race, sexuality, HIV/AIDS and the politics of respectability.
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The relationship of The Mad Man to the HIV/AIDS epidemic is explored in detail by
Jeffrey Tucker in his chapter on the novel in A Sense of Wonder, “A Revolution from Within:
Paraliterature as AIDS Activism.” Here Tucker sees Delany’s novel as an opportunity to make
interventions in the fight against HIV/AIDS, particularly as the illness adversely affects
communities of color. As he writes:
The continuing reality of AIDS puts pressure on academics in humanistic studies,
particularly those who assume that their production and spread of knowledge that matters
socially and politically, to reflect the efficacy of the responses to the crisis generated by
literature, literary studies, critical theory, and cultural studies. What can such disciplines
really do to improve the situation, to halt the impairment of health and the loss of life?
(231)
Tucker makes note of the fact that Delany has insisted that his activism on AIDS has largely
been limited to writing, though as I’ve discussed here, that writing has been quite prolific, and it
includes a recent essay called “The Gamble” published in the Fall 2005 issue of Corpus, a
journal from APLA (AIDS Project Los Angeles), which further expounds upon the ideas of
seroconversion that he began discussing in The Mad Man. Tucker’s chapter explores the novel
in the context of the changing color of the epidemic, and discusses how the character’s actions
relate to concepts of risk management and prevention. Again, this is one of the areas where the
pedagogical value of the academic novel comes to light, and a novel such as The Mad Man,
along with a non-fiction critical work such as Times Square Red/Times Square Blue can serve as
a provocative way to address notions of respectability in HIV/AIDS prevention as well as in
broader efforts to encourage sexual health. Against the efforts of some conservative religious
groups that want to institute abstinence-only education in schools, The Mad Man flies in the face
of that logic, instead encouraging a radical candor on sexual activity as an important part of
managing sexual transmitted diseases, and that is a conversation that I think should continue to
happen at the intersection of African-American studies and public health.
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In his book Extravagent Abjection: Blackness, Power and Sexuality in the African
American Literary Imagination (2010) literary critic Darieck Scott raises some provocative
questions about the relationship between Trans-Atlantic slavery, white supremacy and black
sexuality. In particular Scott explores the idea of black subjugation to white authority. This is a
topic that comes up in The Mad Man through John Marr’s sexual practices. Some of the sexual
partners that he has in the novel are white men, and they and Marr both enjoy using racial
epithets as part of their sexual play, though the sexual play in the novel is not entirely about
black submission and white domination. There are various characters black, white, Hispanic,
Asian and other, who express interracial desire, some preferring to “bottom” others preferring to
“top.”
Still, for some African-Americans, the spectacle of white men calling a young black man
“boy” and “nigger” might make them a bit uncomfortable, no matter the context, even if, as it is
in this case, this all takes place in a fictional story in which the black man is a middle class
educated man, and most of the white men are poor and homeless. (And I hope that by saying
this I am not privileging such conservative responses to the text. There are other readers who
have brought, and will continue to bring, more nuanced critical responses to the novel, including
the critics I am citing here.) Darieck Scott, who has written about interracial desire in criticism
and novels before Extravagent Abjection, imagines what we might learn from these scenes of
humiliation and debasement such as the ones in The Mad Man.
If we are racialized (in part) through domination and abjection and humiliation, is there
anything of value or to be learned from the experience of being defeated, humiliated,
abjected? Or is this question ultimately best focused on identifying those elements of that
experience, that history, which tend toward the overcoming and surpassing of domination
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and defeat? What can the historical, inherited experience of that enslavement and what it
might have taught, conscious and unconscious, provide for us by way of useful lessons or
templates? (6)

Robert Reid-Pharr thinks along similar lines in his book Once You Go Black: Choice, Desire and
the Black American Intellectual (2007), at one point examining Hegel’s master/slave dialectic in
the context of America’s history of race-based chattel slavery. As he explains, the conventional
interpretation of this relationship of domination and submission is one of the black person
fighting back against the white master with physical force. (Think of that popular scene from
Frederick Douglass’s narrative when he defeats his owner Edward Covey in a fight.) As ReidPharr summarizes it, “the master strikes the slave, the slave strikes back, and thus a man is
created” (4). There is certainly a long history of revolts, insurrections and other acts of
resistance in the history of the trans-atlantic slave trade, and yes, these acts of violent resistance
helped to make the institution untenable and contributed just as much to the eventual abolition of
slavery as any feelings of benevolence on the part of white Christian sympathizers. 32 However,
Reid-Pharr points to a more difficult piece of that history, the fact that most people did not
violently revolt, and chose other means by which to negotiate the situation. “Even though there
are many moments in our history in which we have struck back, taken up arms, killed and been
killed, there are many more in which we have cajoled, bargained, shuffled, run, used our cunning
and our intellect to effect if not positive then hopefully less than deadly ends” (4). And ReidPharr sees sex as one of these less than deadly weapons. “Indeed one might quite easily make
the provocative claim that the Black American has utilized sex and sexuality as a means by
which to ensure the survival of black individuals and communities to a much greater extent than
32

Herbert Aptheker’s American Negro Slave Revolts, first published in 1943, documented many instances of
armed resistance and dismantled the pervasive discourse of black passivity in the historiography of slavery in the
th
first half of the 20 century.
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he has utilized violent confrontation” (4).

Scott’s and Reid-Pharr’s work thus goes beyond the

simplistic liberal consensus that blacks and gays have a shared history of marginalization, or as
Mad Man Mike so eloquently said to Tim Hasler (recorded on one of Hasler’s research note
cards that John Marr later reads) “there ain’t a whole lot of difference for most people between a
pervert like me and a nigger pervert like me” (405). Scott’s and Reid-Pharr’s work also suggests
the ways in which racial and sexual difference are inextricably linked, and the ways in which the
black American as an agent of her own life and history has wielded sex and sexuality as tools of
negotiation and seduction, whether in interpersonal relationships, in politics, or in white
America’s insatiable appetite for black performance in popular culture.
Darieck Scott applies his theories of abjection to his reading of The Mad Man in the last
chapter of Extravagant Abjection “Porn and the N-Word: Lust, Samuel Delany’s The Mad Man,
and a Deragement of Body and Sense(s).” Earlier in the book Scott states that: “Examining
queer blackness provides opportunities to consider how the history that produces blackness is a
sexual history, that is, a history of state-sanctioned, population-level manipulation of sex’s
reproductive and pleasure-producing capacities” (8). Scott’s sentence is an apt distillation of the
ideas behind a larger field of literary scholarship to which Extravagant Abjection belongs, a field
which examines the relationship between blackness and LGBT sexuality in the black literary
tradition. Some of these works include Siobhan Somerville’s Queering the Color Line: Race
and the Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture (2000), Robert Reid-Pharr’s Once You
Go Black: Choice, Desire and the Black American Intellectual (2007), Marlon Ross’s Manning
the Race: Reforming Black Men in the Jim Crow Era (2004), Kathryn Stockton Bond’s Beautiful
Bottom, Beautiful Shame (2006), Stefanie K. Dunning’s Queer in Black and White: Interraciality,
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Same Sex Desire, and Contemporary African American Culture (2009) and the anthology Black
Queer Studies (2005), edited by E. Patrick Johnson and Mae G. Henderson.
These works have sought to recover the genealogies of racial and sexuality identity and to
document the ways in which the black person in Western culture (broadly speaking) has been
constructed as other, and in that otherness, has been seen as a queer aberration from
heteronormative whiteness. Sexuality is important to this formulation. From early travel
writings by European explorers who wrote of Africans as sexually fecund and differently
gendered, to the infamous Moynihan report which popularized the idea of black matriarchy as a
social problem, and constructed black families as disorganized and in need of assimilation into a
bourgeois heteronormative nuclear families (even though many white persons were not in such
families themselves), black sexuality has been talked about, written about, and gawked at
incessantly. In response to that othering, a counter-narrative of respectability emerges from
African-Americans who seek to prove their assimilation into the white ideals of proper manhood
and womanhood. Sociologist Roderick Ferguson critiques both the white constructions of black
sexuality, and the respectable responses by African-Americans. He presents his book
Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique (2004) as a critique of “canonical
sociology.” As Ferguson argues, canonical sociology, at least the version of it developed in
American universities, has a long tradition of associating social dysfunction with homosexuals
and people of color, and often understands American modernity through the category of “social
disorganization” and African-American culture as evidence of “modernity’s course and society’s
disorganization” (32). Sociological studies done by Conrad Bentzen, Gunnar Myrdal, Robert E.
Park, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan described black communities in Northern urban cities as
particularly susceptible to forms of gender and sexual perversion and matriarchial structures.
201

W.E.B. Du Bois was not immune to this discourse either, as The Philadelphia Negro also
trafficked in some of the same interpretations of social disorder. Their research suggested that
these “problems” hampered moral development and they argued for, and justified, state
regulation and intervention to “correct” such problem. For Ferguson queers of color represent
“sites that possibly critique state, capital and social science”(ix). Borrowing the notion of
disidentification from Jose Esteban Muñoz, Ferguson sees the queer of color critique as a mode
of analysis that disidentifies with liberal capitalism and the sociology that endorses it. Early in
the book Ferguson reads an image of a black drag queen from Marlon Riggs’s groundbreaking
1989 documentary film about black sexuality Tongues Untied as an illustration of his thesis. As
Ferguson states:
“She is disciplined by those within and outside of African American communities,
reviled by leftist-radicals, conservatives, heterosexuals, and mainstream queers alike,
erased by those who wish to present or make African American culture the embodiment
of all that she is not – respectability, domesticity, heterosexuality, heternormativity,
nationality, universality, and progress.” (2)
This is particularly important for Ferguson in the ways that this marriage of liberal capitalism
and sociology leads to the creation of a sort of national “home,” and the expulsion of those
marked as deviant from national belonging. With its emphasis on heteropatriarchial households
and domesticity as the models by which social health is judged, canonical sociology props up the
ideology of liberal capitalism, a construct in which the urban and rural poor, people of color and
homosexuals, are all aberrations from the norm and thus constructed as unproductive, noncontributors (“takers”) who just might be able to earn their way to respectability ( and become
“makers”) if only they would assimilate into these white, bourgeois, heterosexual norms. This
queer of color critique of sociology can help to expose the inherent flaws and prejudices in
sociology’s methodological assumptions, and help black intellectuals to find the trapdoors
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hidden underneath this politics of respectability.

In Manning the Race: Reforming Black Men in the Jim Crow Era, Marlon Ross
reevaluates the history of the Jim Crow era and the New Negro Movement by paying attention to
the workings of gender and sexuality in the development of black political strategies in various
sources of intellectual work, including The Chicago School of sociology, The Harlem
Renaissance, and writings by Claude Mckay, Alain Locke and W.E.B Du Bois, among many
others. Manning the Race focuses on the early 20th century and follows the Great Migration
wherein blacks began to move into northern urban centers such as Detroit, New York, Chicago
and Philadelphia. With this move from rural to urban settings came changes in the way black
Americans worked, lived and socialized. Urbanization has long been one of those historical
triggers for changes in sexual and domestic life, both in terms of real opportunity for social
contact and in terms of socio-political movements. In Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities
(1983) for instance, historian John D’Emilio argued that the move of young ex-GIs into urban
centers after WWII led to the development of modern gay and lesbian communities. In a similar
fashion, Ross charts how the move of blacks to urban centers became a trigger for both sexual
license and anxiety about the perceived excesses of that sexual and social mobility. The social
scientists of the Chicago School sought to chart and analyze these changes in the black
population. As Robert Reid-Pharr wrote in Once You Go Black, “ An important, if too
frequently noted, fact of American history is that the same forces that drove millions of Black
Americans to cities like New York, Chicago, and San Francisco both before and after World War
II also encouraged scores of homosexuals, of all shades and both sexes, to make the same
journey” (29).
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For Marlon Ross, mobility is the defining characteristic of what we come to think of as
“The New Negro.” He writes, “transit...is the key to understanding the imperatives of staging the
race” (24), and this is particularly true in light of the long-held white imperative that Negroes
should “stay in their place.” The New Negro movement and the Great Migration are figured as a
resistance to white supremacy by the very act of moving about physically, psychologically and
rhetorically, and that mobility is associated with a greater sense of freedom, with a new life, with
a sense of black folks as a “modern” people. But lest one think that The New Negro movement
was just the result of historical circumstance, Ross also emphasizes the way in which this
movement was an intentional and conscious enterprise. The changes were not just the result of
condensed black populations in the urban North, but were a movement “self-consciously
prepared for and painstakingly cultivated” by race leaders who sought to affirm the progress of
the race (22). In his conclusion, Ross writes:
Across the Jim Crow era, this project of manhood reform calls forth a variety of
ideologically competing, and sometimes conflicting, strategies. Just as the ‘peculiar
institution’ of slavery has been understood to perpetuate particular gender forms ensuing
from practices of what Hortense Spillers calls ‘twice-fathering,’ so the just as peculiar
institution of Jim Crow necessitates a variety of responses to black men’s circumstance of
possessing ‘emancipated’ manly obligations without full access to manhood rights and
privileges. (396)
What is significant about Manning the Race and what I think is applicable in it to my reading of
The Mad Man, is that Ross does not accept black masculinity as something that just is, but
interrogates it as a set of political programs, as individual self-representations, as images and
depictions grounded in particular times and spaces in history. Rather than seeing black
masculinity as merely a deterministic cycle of sociological, historical and psychoanalytic forces,
Ross examines these works through the lens of individual self-presentation and political strategy.
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The artists and intellectuals in Manning the Race were not only the passive recipients of white
supremacist notions of blackness, but they also made conscious decisions about how they
presented themselves and how they presented the race. Their strategies of uplift were perhaps
misguided in some ways, but it is imperative that they be seen as the conscious strategies that
they were.
Furthermore, Ross examines what he calls the “double paradox of Jim Crow disentitlement,” a concept that he uses to explain the particular challenges of New Negro-era manhood
reform, but which also resonates with (and is informed by) black feminist/womanist thought. He
writes:
The more black men attempt to man the race through a fit masculinity patterned on dominant gender norms, the more they risk emulating the white ruling men whose Jim Crow
racial/sexual codes unman them. At the same time, the more that African Americans
resist the gender norms set up by the Jim Crow color line, the more they seem to lack the
resources of manhood power and influence to man the race for a defeat of the very Jim
Crow regime that unmans them. (395)
Here Ross articulates the paradox of respectability and racial representation. Though he is
writing about masculinity, one could easily apply this same paradox to women. I think of the
black female professor who must decide whether to wear her hair in a “natural” or “permed”
style, and must think about how either choice will affect her ability to gain tenure, promotion or
be hired. She does not have the luxury of assuming that the hiring and promotion committees
who will evaluate her will all be composed of good white people who “don’t see race,” and she
does not have the luxury of assuming that such matters are trivial and have nothing to do with the
quality of her scholarship.
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What we can learn from scholars like Ross, Reid-Pharr, Ferguson and others, is that the
black is always already constructed as a queer, as a deviation from white supremacist ideals of
morality and normativity. All of these works operate within a history where racial differences
have often been defined through sexual deviance. That history also includes the development of
homosexuals as a distinct species or “race” of persons, and the regulation of non-procreative
sexuality by law. In light of these paradigms of race and sexuality, new identity social
movements based around racial and sexuality identity were formed, often with and against each
other. I cite these works as critical and historical background for my analysis of the The Mad
Man, first of all because they help us to understand why queer-informed histories of race, gender
and sexuality should be at the very center of black studies, not just as a supplement to it. But this
work also helps us to understand and interpret Delany’s pornographic strategy in The Mad Man.
The book’s constant use of epithets (characters regularly call each other nigger, honky and
cocksucker), which are well examined by Darieck Scott in Extravagent Abjection, fly in the face
of the conventional narratives about racial harmony through discourses of liberal tolerance in
which one should avoid any mentions of racial difference, or through conservative narratives of
post-racialism, in which racial hierarchy is construed as an irrelevant thing of the past.
Creative critical readings of The Mad Man, such as the one that Darieck Scott provides in
Extravagent Abjection, offer us an opportunity to perform more psychoanalytically-informed
readings of the history of American enslavement and its relationship to black identity formation.
For instance, how might we re-read the fascinating journals of Virginia slaveholder William
Byrd from a perspective informed by these discourses on race and sexuality? Byrd documented
his daily activities on his plantation, and included some surprisingly lurid descriptions of
punishments that he administered to the enslaved persons that he owned, and also describes
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sexual activities with his wife. The following passages are from The Secret Diary of William
Byrd of Westover 1709-1712, edited by Louis B Wright and Marion Tingling:
December 1, 1709. I rose at 4 o'clock and read two chapters in Hebrew and some Greek
in Cassius. I said my prayers and ate milk for breakfast. I danced my dance. Eugene was
whipped again for pissing in bed and Jenny for concealing it… (113)
December 3, 1709. I rose at 5 o'clock and read two chapters in Hebrew and some Greek
in Cassius. I said my prayers and ate milk for breakfast. I danced my dance. Eugene
pissed a bed again for which I made him drink a pint of piss. I settled some accounts and
read some news. . . (113)
The diary is filled with many such passages, about Byrd whipping his slaves, or “rogering” his
wife. Such passages register quite differently when read through what we now know about the
prevalence of sadomasochistic sexual practices. And they do make one wonder about how much
the institution of slavery was driven by just these sorts of desires of domination and submission.
Again, from Darieck Scott:
Thus, if Delany’s project in The Mad Man is anything, it is a flouting of liberal or
conservative imperatives to ignore or downplay racialized roles and the part those roles
play in both the suffering that results from domination and – much more predominantly,
since The Mad Man’s world is pornotopia – in the forms of pleasure and power that can
be derived from that domination as well, and to do so in such a way that the very
meaning of suffering, pleasure, and power takes on very different valences than are
encompassed in the understanding of our common vernacular. (223)
I think it is useful to examine these discomforting correlations between the control and
domination of s/m sexual play, and the very real oppression and subjugation of chattel
enslavement. At the same time, I am mindful of Audre Lorde’s critique of lesbian s/m in
"Sadomasochism: Not About Condemnation," an interview with Susan Leigh Star featured in her
collection A Burst of Light. Reading Lorde’s interview years ago was one of the first times that
encountered a serious critical conversation about s/m. (I now understand that her comments
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were part of a much larger debate going on among lesbian feminists about issues such as
pornography, s/m, and gender identity). I still find it valuable to revisit her concerns about the
political implications of sadomasochistic fantasies for women and people of color. Her warning
against the "institutionalized celebration of dominant/subordinate relationships" (14) is still
worth considering, even though we’ve reached a point where it appears race-conscious s/m
practitioners have learned to reconcile their desires with their politics through candor, careful
thought, and constant negotiation. Delany’s historically informed aesthetic representations of
sadomasochistic sexual practices calls attention to the way that power dynamics remain
dangerously unarticulated in mundane social relations, meaning in those areas of human
interaction not specifically marked as BDSM. Delany’s work reminds us that this play of power
in “consensual” s/m practices may not necessarily be entirely continuous with state power, but is
never entirely dis-linked from the socio-historical context either.
In that same interview in A Burst of Light, Audre Lorde also emphasized that her critique
was offered in a spirit of solidarity with other lesbians who might disagree with her interpretation
of s/m. In another passage from A Burst of Light Audre Lorde articulates the spirit of inquiry
and intellectual adventure that makes me want to discuss The Mad Man with other students and
faculty, that reassures me why it is worthwhile to bring such a text into an academic environment
as a provocation to think in new and challenging ways about the intersections between race and
sexuality:
This is why the work is so important. Its power doesn’t lie in the me that lives in the
words as much as in the heart’s blood pumping behind the eye that is reading, the muscle
behind the desire that is sparked by the word – hope as a living state that propels us,
open-eyed and fearful, into all the battles of our lives. And some of those battles we do
not win.
But some of them we do. (80)
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The Mad Man and the Mind/Body Problem
In a 2008 article in The Journal of Modern Literature: “Utopia and Apocalypse in
Samuel Delany’s The Mad Man” Guy Davidson suggests that in the novel “certain modes of
urban queer eroticisim might be seen as embedded alternatives to dominant modes of late
capitalist sociality” (13). Davidson focuses on the utopian and anti-utopian elements in the
novel and the way in which this dialectical tension between the two elements is organized under
the sign of apocalypse. His analysis particularly helps to make sense of one of the most
disturbing scenes in the novel. During his research into Timothy Hasler’s life, John Marr
discovers that on the night he was stabbed, his apartment was in disarray with book cases and
furniture overturned, and urine and feces strewn about the apartment and the word “ekpyrosis”
scrawled in shit across the wall. As Davidson explains Ekpyrosis is a Greek term, that refers to
the Stoic belief in the periodic destruction of the cosmos by a great conflagration at the end of a
major historical cycle. The cosmos is then recreated (palingenesis) only to be destroyed again at
the end of the new cycle. Delany’s use of the term can be seen as a reflection of the apocalyptic
rhetoric being used at the time during the HIV/AIDS epidemic, as some religious
fundamentalists interpreted the epidemic as a sign of the end times, and many people, religious
or not, associated the epidemic with the great historical plagues of the past.
Delany’s idea of the apocalypse correlates to some passages in Norman O. Brown’s
Love’s Body (1966), a creatively constructed philosophical/poetic book that incorporates quotes
and paraphrases from various classical and contemporary sources. Here is one excerpt that
seems to connect well to Delany’s ideas in The Mad Man:
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Freedom is fire, overcoming this world by reducing it to a fluctuating chaos, as in
schizophrenia, the chaos which is the eternal ground of creation. There is no universe, no
way.
We are always in error/Lost in the wood/standing in chaos/the original mess/creating/a
brand new world.
Thank God the world cannot be made safe, for democracy or anything else. (248)

Brown’s invocation of the discourse of safety here, resonates with the discourse of safe-sex in
the HIV/AIDS epidemic, a topic which John Marr addresses in his reportage on what is
happening in the city, and the types of information that is circulating about how to avoid
infection. Safe-sex is the reason that The Mineshaft eventually has to shut down its Wet Night
events, and the reason bathhouses were closed and subway bathrooms locked. Delany rejects
the discourse of safety for one of “risk” and “risk management.” John Marr’s explains that he is
trying to manage risk as best he can with the information that he has, but the power that he
ultimately finds in his revelation at Variety Photoplays, is in giving up on the illusion of safety.
As Delany states in another interview “there’s a history, of course, of apocalyptic imagery used
not only as a symbol of the end of things but also as a symbol for the beginning of things”
(“Thomas L. Long Interview” 131), and in this way he attempts to re-write the conservative
rhetoric of AIDS as a plague marking the end of days, and writes of apocalypse as part of an
ever-recurring cycle of creation and destruction.

I have used Norman O. Brown’s work to help interpret the connections between
psychoanalysis and political economy in The Mad Man. In Life Against Death Brown follows an
intellectual continuum in Western thought, from Copernicus to Darwin to Freud, and then
circling back to Marx. As he puts it:
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Freud’s real critique of religion in The Future of an Illusion is the contention (also
Spinoza’s) that true humility lies in science. True humility, he says, requires that we
learn from Copernicus that the human world is not the purpose or the center of the
universe; that we learn from Darwin that man is a member of the animal kingdom; and
that we learn from Freud that the human ego is not even master in its own
house…History is shaped, beyond our conscious wills, not by the cunning of Reason, but
by the cunning of Desire. The riddle of history is not in Reason but in Desire; not in
labor, but in love. (16)
The idea of the basic animality of humans is a central idea in psychoanalysis. Freud essentially
builds on Darwin and the concept of evolution. Following on the heels of Freud and the growth
of psychoanalysis, scholars of mythology such as Norman Brown, and the more popular Joseph
Campbell, took up the challenge of reconciling Darwin and Freud with ancient religious and
mythological traditions. By looking at the world’s myths comparatively they seek to understand
as Brown puts it “what had to happen to an animal in order to make him into a man-animal” (Life
Against Death, 82). One of the epigraphs in the opening chapter of The Mad Man comes from
Michel Foucault: “The bios philosophicus is the animality of being human, renewed as a
challenge, practiced as an exercise – and thrown in the face of others as a scandal.” The quote
underscores Mossman’s attitude toward Hasler, and also relates to the way in which black
sexuality is often interpreted as inherently scandalous.
This idea of the mind/body split that permeates Norman Brown’s writing is also a
prominent theme in several works of academic fiction. These works depict scholars who have
devoted themselves to the life of the mind, and who as professional academics often live in the
world of bourgeois heternormative values. As a result, these same characters often find their own
sexual longings and desires at odds with the cerebral and respectable nature of their profession.
The philosopher and academic novelist Rebecca Goldstein has a novel actually called The MindProblem which deals with a young Jewish woman intellectual experiencing a sexual awakening
in college. The novelist Philip Roth explores the concept extensively throughout nearly all of his
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academic novels, but especially in the trilogy of novels featuring the character of David Kepesh.
Over the course of the novels The Breast, The Professor of Desire and The Dying Animal, the
literature professor David Kepesh grapples with his often unruly sexual desires, which lead him
into a tawdry threesome with two young women as a graduate student in Europe, and later into a
liaison with a Cuban-American student in The Dying Animal. The title of the last book The
Dying Animal is a good representation of the ideas Roth explores throughout the series,
particularly when it comes to human biology, sexuality and death and the influence that these
fundamental concepts have on artistic production
At one point in the story Marr articulates why he can no longer work with Irving
Mossman, and why Mossman’s hedging over Hasler’s work is precisely what makes him the
wrong type of scholar to pursue it:
Irving, you’re doing this all wrong – and you’ve been doing it wrong for years. With
someone like Timothy Hasler, you can’t gamble on his fame! You read his work; you
study it; you even teach it – and you decide if within the systems of the world, that work
is of major importance or not. If you decide it is, you write your book, and your essays,
and your articles, and your lectures – in which you say that! You write them because you
believe in the work. You don’t spend all your time looking around you, counting how
many other people are saying this stuff is great – or not saying it. You don’t keep
counting the footnotes in which the name appears, wondering if you should abandon the
project because there aren’t as many this year as last…The gamble, Irving Mossman, is
not on Timothy Hasler. The gamble is on you. (70)
Mossman’s myopia is due to his belief in the idea of philosophy as disembodied thought. When
he discovers the pornographic writing in Hasler’s papers he can’t handle the confrontation with
the corporeality in Hasler’s work. He is thus like the scholars who Norman O. Brown refers to in
Life Against Death, scholars who dismissed the scatology of Jonathan Swift as an embarrassing
symptom of his madness, or who refused to fully consider the implications of Martin Luther’s
associations between shit and money (Brown emphasizes that Luther received his great
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revelation about “justification through faith” while seated on the privy). Mossman is
representative of a strain of spineless respectability endemic in the academic profession, in which
the scholar, comfortably ensconced in the ivory tower cynically appropriates the work of
marginal artists and intellectuals once these artists have been deemed safe enough to study in a
profitable way with measurable outcomes (publication by a respectable academic press, which
can help one get to tenure). Again, I am reminded of Ishmael’s Reed’s hierarchy of literature in
Japanese by Spring: “The high world of lit crit books, journals and conferences, the middle
world of classrooms and graduate students, and the low world of bookstores, communities, and
creative writers” (35-36).

There is certainly a way in which Brown’s ideas could be interpreted as anti-intellectual.
And one might even read some anti-intellectualism into the The Mad Man such as when John
Marr states that “…To live within the tethers of desire is – again and again – to be shocked how
far they have come loose from reason” (61). The issue of anti-intellectualism is one that came up
in the documentary The Polymath, and in the film the novelist-critic Jonathan Lethem spoke on
Delany’s work:
American culture - even American urban culture, even American arts culture - has a very
violent anti-intellectual streak in it. If you look at the ethos of being a novelist, of being a
great writer, being a Hemingway or a Faulkner, it often includes its own version of this
typical American anti-intellectual suspicion. You're meant to be a kind of raw primitive
in the sense of a kind of Henry Miller or Jackson Pollack, someone who is sort of
inarticulate and macho. What's striking is how completely Delany reverses this for
himself. He embraces the whole of intellectual curiosity while remaining committed to
an artistic practice. (The Polymath)
I bring up this idea, because I think it would be a mistake to take from The Mad Man the
simplistic interpretation that “desire” is a corrective to over-intellectualization. Rather, Delany
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appeals to a certain sense that desire is one of the means by which we express a need for
continuities, of meanings that supersede the purely rational. This is an issue that he explores in
more detail in one of his recent novels Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012). In that
novel, the main character Eric Jeffers, a white garbage man living with his black lover in rural
Georgia, repeatedly reads one book over and over through the years, a copy of Baruch Spinoza’s
Ethics given to him by a black drag queen named Mama Grace. It is through reading and rereading Spinoza that Jeffers slowly starts to develop his own ideas about something akin to the
God, not as a Big Daddy in the Sky (Delany has often reiterated that he is a committed atheist)
but rather as this very continuity itself, as a connection with an eternal chain of being that
transcends our individual bodies and mortalities. In one moment late in The Mad Man, after an
intense bought of sex with his new lover Leaky (that yes, included a lot of cocksucking and piss
drinking), John lies curled up with the big man and describes his feeling of contentment as
“feeling very much like someone who was in his right and proper place.” He goes on to say that
he feels
psychological peace, which, were I religious, I’d describe by saying it feels like you’re
doing what God intended you to do…Perhaps it’s the feeling of desire…satisfied. Finally
satisfied. Not a God believer, I’m willing to accept the God in that feeling as a metaphor.
Yet, it seemed to me, here I’d found the point where the metaphor and the thing it’s the
metaphor for might be one. (344)

“Sex and death, William Butler Yeats wrote somewhere, are the sole subjects mysterious
enough to engage the serious mind” (152), says John Marr. The fourth section of the novel titled
“The Place of Excrement,” also gets its title from the W.B. Yeats poem “Crazy Jane Talks to the
Bishop.” The Mad Man is ultimately, an academic’s meditation on sex and death, and John
Marr comes to some rather shocking, and idiosyncratic conclusions about what sex and death has
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meant in the life of Timothy Hasler, and in his own life. At one point Delany has the character
Tony explain to John Marr why it is that he is into scatological sex:
When you die, you rot – go back into oak and slime and decayed muck – before you just
dry up and blow away. That’s pretty grim to think about. So, I guess, somehow, getting
into shit, eating it and stuff, bein’ lowdown and all, that’s like getting closer to being
dead. Making it more natural, more ordinary. It’s warm, ordinary, pleasurable. It makes
life easier – because it makes the idea of dying, as much as we can really think about it,
easier.” (289)

Steven Shaviro provides one of the more creative readings of The Mad Man on his blog, and he
makes a crucial point about Delany’s strategy in The Mad Man. The way that Delany describes
sex in the novel, in naturalistic detail, seems to bypass typical ways of writing about explicit
sexuality, with the intent merely to shock readers and to partake in cheap transgression. As
Shaviro writes:
What’s truly radical about Delany’s pornography…is that its intensities are never
presented as transgressive; the entire tradition of pornographic transgression, which
stretches from Sade to Bataille and beyond, and which is often echoed in the naively
liberationist rhetoric of much commercial porn — holds no interest for Delany, and in
fact is something that his books explicitly critique. Even the great piss- and shit-stained
orgy that is the culminating sexual scene of the book (that is followed by the murder that
Marr unwittingly sets the stage for, and that replicates an orgy in Hasler’s apartment, 18
years earlier, that had taken place just before Hasler’s own murder) is depicted (I’m not
sure that I can say this the right way) in naturalistic terms rather than lurid ones. By
which I do not mean that its intent is not to arouse — since clearly it is — but that it
presents such arousal in a continuum with all the other aspects of life (the narrator’s, the
writer’s, and the reader’s) rather than as some sort of rupture with them. There’s a bit of
comedy, even, as Marr has to explain away the remnants of the scene to his straight-laced,
hetero academic advisor (who unexpectedly pops by for a visit the next day); but the
whole point is that this embarrassment is a function of the advisor’s narrowmindedbigotry-clothed-in-liberal-goodwill, rather than any intrinsic aspect of the scene itself.
(“The Mad Man”)
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Indeed it is the “continuum” with other aspects of life that seems to give Delany’s novel its
strongest effects. It is precisely the pornotopic aspects of the work. In a follow-up to that blog
post Shaviro made note of a critical linguistic mistake that he made in his prior essay about the
novel. He referred to it as a “pornutopic” novel, when in fact, Delany describes it as a
“pornotopic” novel. That little letter’s difference is so important. Delany’s work often
stimulates critical discussions of utopia/anti-utopia/dystopia/heterotopia. The Mad Man is not so
much about creating “utopia” a space so perfect and idealized that it might as well be no place at
all, but rather as spaces that look and feel “real,” but in which fantastic sexual encounters are
always possible, even though they may not actually be happening all the time. Delany takes this
idea even further in his most recent novel Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012) which
is about two young garbage men, one black, one white, who live together for 70 years in a rural
community for black gay men, funded by a black gay millionaire. 33

Perfect Bodies, Perfect Souls
And so Delany’s The Mad Man is among the most challenging academic novels of any
sort, and I believe that it is a novel that should encourage black intellectuals in particular to think
more intensely about the possibilities of a black queer intellectual practice, that queerness is
central to the construction of black identity, and that embracing the connections between race
and sexuality offers enhanced critical reading possibilities, as well as more political possibilities
to contest the white supremacist discourses that black academics have often confronted. This is
particularly important in a time when we are having noisy debates about the relationship between
33

See Shaviro’s second post where he quotes Delany’s correspondence to him and further elaborates on the
concept of utopia and Michel Foucault’s notion of “heterotopia”: Shaviro, Steven. “The Mad Man Redux.” The
Pinnochio Theory. 9 Jaunuary 2007. Web. 25 Feburary 2014.
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black civil rights discourses and gay civil rights discourse. Documentary films such as The New
Black (2013) and Flag Wars (2003) have examined the relationships between racial politics,
sexual identity, and class, through current political issues such as urban gentrification and gay
marriage advocacy.
Near the end of The Mad Man there was one sentence that jumped out at me.
“…millions are poised for the leap into cyberspace, where everything glitters and soars, but
nothing dribbles or squishes…” (296). I think of this line in consort with the work on digital
media that I have been doing over the past couple of years. In my classes I have taught books
such as Howard Rheingold’s Net Smart, and screened the PBS film Digital Nation, and the Ray
Kurzweil documentary Transcendent Man, to get my students to think about how digital
technology is changing the way we write and think, and also how it is changing our relationship
to our own bodies. Some psychologists have written about the effect that idealized images on
the web can have on us, as pictures of smiling happy people, photoshopped to perfection, on
social networks like Facebook and Instagram, present idealized images of others being happy
and off having adventures, which can cause us to harshly judge ourselves and the mundane
nature of our own lives.
Perhaps the most important work of academic fiction in recent years is the award winning
film The Social Network (2010), set at Harvard University in late 2003 as the computer
programmer Mark Zuckerberg developed the wildly successful network Facebook. The trailer to
the film was an interesting piece of art in its own right. It showed images of screens from
Facebook, and the disembodied motion of cursors, clicking on buttons on the website to “Like”
an item, upload photos, update a status or add friends. Behind all of this activity on the screens is
the eerie sounds of the Radiohead song “Creep” sung by a children’s choir:
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I don't care if it hurts.
I want to have control.
I want a perfect body.
I want a perfect soul. 34
I think of Ray Kurzweil and his notion of “The Singularity,” a future merging of human biology
with digital technology. Kurzweil’s prophetic vision is largely inspired by his desire to
transcend the limitations of his own body, to outsmart and reprogram himself away from natural
decay and disease and death, and to achieve “immortality” by uploading himself to the Internet.
Even now the development of wearable tech devices offer us hope that we might be able to
monitor all of our biological functions and balance them, and that we will have medical advances
in areas such as gene mapping that will help us to escape disease and death, and transcend the
limitations of our physical brains and physical senses. On the contrary, Delany’s The Mad Man
prompts us to think about the messiness of embodiment with all its dribbling and squishing, and
to come to terms with it, and to think about how shame, desire and the body are already a part of
a political vocabulary that we already use.
Furthermore, I’m not sure how much of this newfangled technology that Kurzweil and
the Silicon Valley techies are touting will be meaningful for the poor and dispossessed. As an
often repeated quote attributed to science fiction writer William Gibson goes: “The future is
already here — it's just not very evenly distributed.”
For academics, digital technology has already had a profound effect on the way we read
and write and teach. In my conclusion I take some time to ponder what the black academic
novel might look like in the 21st century, and what concerns black intellectuals may have in the
years to come.
34
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Conclusion
“Ain’t Nobody Got Time for That!” or Reading the Black Academic Novel in the 21st
Century.

The introduction to Elaine Showalter’s Faculty Towers: The Academic Novel and its
Discontents includes a section on “Academic Time.” As she writes, “novels about professors are
set in academic time, which is organized and compartmentalized according to various grids and
calendars, vacations and rituals” (9). She goes on to discuss the ways that the professor’s time
has become scrutinized in public discourse: “…as the costs of higher education rise, the
scholar’s use of time has come under increased external scrutiny and skepticism. Only two
courses a semester? The summer off? What the hell do you people do?” (10). Of course, the
academics who are only required to teach two courses a semester are rare these days, and for
those who are fortunate enough to get summers off, that time will certainly be loaded up with
research and writing. Reading academic mysteries has taught me that “Publish or Perish” can
have many meanings, particularly in the hands of a vengeful academic novelist, but “publish or
perish” still remains mostly a metaphor about getting ahead in the academy and getting to tenure.
In Showalter’s book she uses examples from various academic novels to show the ways that the
academic calendar rules the lives of professors, with the year being broken up into semesters and
seasons, starting in the fall, and ending in the spring with commencements. The pressures of time
(time to degree, time to tenure, the daily routine of teaching, the scrutiny from competitive
colleagues) can rule the life of the academic.
Yet, here into the second decade of the 21st century we seem to find ourselves moving
into a new era of Academic Time. There is still the default traditional academic calendar, with
fall and spring semesters. But many schools also offer short sessions in the winter and summer.
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The growth industry of community colleges, for-profit colleges, continuing education programs,
and online learning means courses are now offered in evenings and weekends to accommodate
working students and non-traditional students. The increase in digital communication means
emails from students and colleagues are sent and answered at all hours of the day and night.
With the growth of digital technology in higher education, many professors are experimenting
with blogs and social networking which require students to participate in ongoing discussions
that stretch beyond the bounds of the classroom. Time and space are collapsing for us, and
academia, like many other cognitive professions, is gradually expanding into a 24/7 job. The
always-on network of The Internet is altering the way people work, and one can barely log onto
the Internet without finding another editorial decrying the way that the smartphone has
insinuated itself into our lives and colonized our leisure time, making it difficult to escape the
pull of work even during weekends and vacations.
I’d like to take a moment at the end of this project to talk about time. This dissertation is
being written in time when all of us in academia are trying to learn how to swim in this fastmoving digital stream, some swimming faster and easier than others.
In previous chapters I discussed the concept of obsolescence. Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s
critical work on obsolescence, in The Anxiety of Obsolescence, and Planned Obsolescence, have
convinced me of the value of obsolescence as a way of re-thinking literary criticism in the digital
era. It may be one of the most important words for us now in the 21st century university. We are
constantly warned that what we have been doing must change. The new wave of education
reformers with their MOOCS and “flipped classrooms” scold us for using pedagogies that have
not changed for 200 years. We have been told that the novel is obsolete, the book is obsolete, the
sage-on-the-stage style of teaching is obsolete, the public university is obsolete, the women’s
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college is obsolete, the men’s college is obsolete, the historically black college is obsolete, and
the university itself may be altogether obsolete. Legions of fanatical “disrupters” and for-profit
education reformers are clamoring to upset the apple cart and eliminate everything in education
that cannot be quantified into measurable data. They are right about at least one thing: business
as usual can no longer suffice. As much as I find value in traditional forms of teaching and
writing, I realize we simply cannot go on reading our books and writing our articles with our
heads down, in seclusion, dismissing all this as so much noise, and scribbling away while the
university gets turned inside out. These are pressing issues that have already affected the way
that my generation of scholars and teachers are hired and fired. These matters are not unique to
the Black Academic Novel, but they do make me think about the future of the university, and
what creative artists might have to say about the university in the 21st century.
The black academic novels I have reviewed in this project are all stories about life in the
university, and depict the lives of black intellectuals in the university. As I’ve demonstrated,
these novels are part of a long history of black higher education. And I have also argued that
while all of them deal specifically with issues of race and representation, they also explore other
ideas about sexuality, art, politics, science and technology, language, and aesthetics, things that
may not have readily apparent connections to The Negro Problem.
In a 2010 New York Times series called “Why Criticism Matters” literary critic Sam
Anderson focused on the question of digitization and literary analysis in an article titled
“Translating the Code into Everyday Language,” in which Anderson gave some tough advice to
literary critics:
For one thing, we can no longer take readers’ interest for granted. This should create a
healthy sense of urgency — it should prevent critics, in other words, from producing the
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kind of killingly dull reviews that seem intended for someone trapped in a bus shelter
during a giant rainstorm, circa 1953. This is not an approach we can get away with today,
when every reader is half a second away from doing 34,000 other things. We have to
work harder to justify our presence on the page, our consumption of readers’ increasingly
precious attentional units. This means writing with more energy, more art, more
conviction, more excitement and a deeper sense of personal investment. It means
returning to fundamental questions: What is literature? Why do we read it at all? What
happens if we don’t? The contemporary critic has to be an evangelist — implicitly or
explicitly — not just for a particular book or author, but for literary experience itself.
(Anderson, “Translating”)
It is because of statements like these that I found it important to take some time at the end of this
dissertation on academic novels and black intellectuals to write about literature and literary
criticism in the digital age. And I like the religious metaphor of evangelism that Anderson uses
here. I think we do have to evangelize about the work that we believe to be important, and to
bear witness by the example of how we spend our time. And if we find ourselves spending more
time on social media bickering over current events rather than reading and discussing the long
form work that we feel is important, then maybe that is because we don’t really believe in the
novel or the book anymore, and our professions of love for literature are merely statements of
“bad faith” when put up against the data compiled in the history trails of our Internet browsers.
The experience of literature in the 21st century is an experience of literature that is
simultaneously undervalued and overproduced. There are too many books, a surplus, an
overproduction of work. The massive growth of online self-publishing has led to an explosion of
vanity projects, a bevy of hackneyed novels and memoirs and poetry collections often released
without any editorial review at all. This hyper-production of new books comes along with a
flood of other digital information. The YouTube deluge includes decades of television programs,
concert footage, lectures, films and music. One of the next tasks ahead of me in my continued
development of this project, is to do a serious sweep through the burgeoning digital archive of e222

books on Amazon and other digital publishing platforms to find self-published and
independently published academic novels that are mostly available in digital formats. In the
course of this project I came across several black academic novels online in e-book form.
Certainly some of them at first glance seemed to be of questionable quality, rife with poorediting and bad writing, but I feel it is my scholarly duty to seek them out and decide whether
they are worthy of serious consideration, instead of summarily dismissing them because they
didn’t emanate from that small cluster of prestigious publishing houses in New York that signify
“the literary.”
What I’m really talking about here is time. We have always been in the midst of all a
surplus of information, but seeing it before us on screens, and having it available with just a few
keystrokes, forces us to confront the finitude of time in new ways. Trying to read all of the
books and articles recommended to us on our digital networks, even in an academic sub-subfield like “The Academic Novel” would be like trying to drink from a thousand fire hoses at once.
And thus we have to make tough choices about how we will spend our time. These choices are
not only informed by our own desires and intellectual curiosities, but also by the demands that
our profession makes on us.
“Temporality” seems to have become one of those trendy critical buzzwords in the
humanities. I have to admit it does set my teeth on edge a bit when I see “temporality” in the
title of every other new article in academic journals, or hear it flippantly tossed around in
academic conference rooms, or hear it tumbling out of the mouths of some pompous graduate
student in a seminar. And yet, I do think there is a “there there” when it comes to the theoretical
importance of “temporality.” The culture is undergoing a transformation in the way we think
about time with our always-on networks, with increased pressures of longer work hours, with
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new expectations of hyperefficiency, with the romanticization of 24 hour hack-a-thons in a
ruthlessly competitive Silicon Valley culture. Once again, just as we did in the industrial age, we
find ourselves trying to keep pace with tireless new machines. Douglas Rushkoff, a technologist
and filmmaker, recently published a provocative book called Present Shock: When Everything
Happens Now (2013). In the book he includes analysis of various digital phenomenon brought
on by network technology, such as a phenomenon he calls “narrative collapse,” a concept in
which linear stories are replaced by an impatient presentism of constantly updating digital
networks and a fetishization of what is happening right now. This sort of narrative collapse can
have dangerous implications politically, where passions can be stirred up in a population with
little historical literacy, where false equivalences reign and power can remain hidden.

In April 2012, a black woman named Sweet Brown captivated the Internet with an
interview that was broadcast on a local news channel. She was interviewed about a fire in her
Oklahoma City neighborhood, and her colorful commentary transformed the routine local
interview into a widely circulated meme. In the now famous last line of the interview she utters
the words that became her catch-phrase: “Ain’t nobody got time for that!” The website Know
Your Meme described Sweet Brown as
… Kimberly Wilkins, an Oklahoma City resident who was interviewed by local news
station KFOR News Channel 4 after evacuating from her apartment building that was set
on fire. Her emphatic testimony of the chaotic scene quickly led to massive exposure on
YouTube, similar to those of Antoine Dodson and Eccentric Witness Lady. 35
The phrase was auto-tuned and remixed into a song that has racked up nearly 50 million
YouTube views to date. The phrase “ain’t nobody got time for that” became a catch-all response
to anything deemed to occupy too much time, from unwanted office tasks to reading lengthy
35

http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/sweet-brown-aint-nobody-got-time-for-that

224

articles and books that students were assigned. “Ain’t nobody got time for that,” seemed to
become the rallying cry of a tired, overstimulated, overtaxed digital nation.
But some internet commenters picked up on a troubling trend of black persons being held
up for ridicule in these popular memes. From Sweet Brown to Charles Ramsay (the man who
found three women in Cleveland who had been kidnapped and missing for ten years) to Antoine
Dodson (a Huntsville, Alabama native whose interview about protecting his sister from a sexual
assailant who broke into their apartment also went viral). These popular memes all originated in
tragic or serious circumstances, but were turned into frivolous amusements for the Facebook and
Twitter populations. Aisha Harris, writing for Slate.com, put it this way:
It’s difficult to watch these videos and not sense that their popularity has something to do
with a persistent, if unconscious, desire to see black people perform. Even before the
genuinely heroic Ramsey came along, some viewers had expressed concern that the
laughter directed at people like Sweet Brown plays into the most basic stereotyping of
blacks as simple-minded ramblers living in the “ghetto,” socially out of step with the rest
of educated America. Black or white, seeing Clark and Dodson merely as funny instances
of random poor people talking nonsense is disrespectful at best. And shushing away the
question of race seems like wishful thinking. 36
In effect, it seems that these incidents called attention to the need for a black intellectual
presence in digital media, and a need for the kind of digital literacy that will allow black
intellectuals to participate in these conversations and redirect them toward more socially
responsible analysis.
An even more academically relevant example comes from Tressie McMillan Cottom in
an essay titled “Using Social Media to Rage Against the Machine: The Chronicle of Higher
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Education, Naomi Schaefer Riley, and Black Studies.” 37 On April 21, 2012 a conservative
writer named Naomi Schaefer Riley published an article on The Chronicle of Higher Education
called “The Most Persuasive Case for Eliminating Black Studies: Look at the Dissertation Titles.”
In this article she surveyed the various dissertation titles from Northwestern’s inaugural
graduating class in its new African-American Studies Ph.D. program, and ridiculed the student’s
dissertation topics, referring to them as “a collection of left-wing victimization claptrap.”
A social media firestorm ensued with all the requisite weeping and gnashing of teeth, and
the whole thing became yet another example of The Culture Wars raging on in academia.
Tressie McMillan Cottom’s response, however, cut through the cultural politics to ask
some deeper questions about how the story ever made it onto The Chronicle of Higher
Education’s site in the first place. To really understand this situation, she argued, requires us to
think more deeply about the economy of the web, which is based on generating traffic to specific
web portals, and that traffic is then packaged as data that can be leveraged with advertisers. As
Cottom insisted, it was no accident that The Chronicle posted that article, and gave a platform to
this writer’s rancid political views, a platform that she really didn’t need as someone who had
published books and written for other publications. In that context they were essentially bashing
black academics’ work for fun and profit (and as she noted, this person’s comments on their
work is likely to come up in their Google searches for years to come.) As Cottom stated:
If your organizational logic is being disrupted and attention becomes a new kind of
cultural currency you can, understandably, think that hiring an ideological blowhard with
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no moral compunctions about trading in what I call ‘conflict currency’ is a good idea.
That conflict currency – the debate guaranteed to incite emotion AND action (again,
clicks are currency) – is inherently a racialized, classed, gendered proposition is a
function of a greater American culture. The race stuff hits because race is still America’s
great fault line.
Academics of many different disciplines and racial backgrounds did mobilize to get Schaefer
Riley removed from the Chronicle’s blogs, but the architecture of the web, and the economy of
the web remains in place. Even the vaunted platforms of social media, as empowering as they
can be, are still data-mining operation that mostly benefit their corporate owners.
Incidents like these, along with the usual cycle of daily news stories, have also
demonstrated why it is necessary to have informed black commentators with the kind of
substantial online profiles to intervene in the often raucous and vulgar conversations of social
media to get intelligent critiques of racism onto major platforms, and not just leave the
interpretations of these memes and other news stories to an online punditry that is all too willing
to make black people the butt of jokes, merely to be laughed at, instead of laughed with, or to
throw a group of black students to the wolves to generate web traffic.
This speaks to another important idea from technologist Douglas Rushkoff: his mantra of
“Program or Be Programmed.” Some black voices in digital media have picked up on
Rushkoff’s imperative, and initiatives like the wonderful program Black Girls Code have
encouraged black children to learn code in order to be participants online, and to spread digital
literacy among black youth, a literacy that may be just as important in the 21st century as the
reading, ‘riting and ‘rithmetic once were for our forebears in the post-slavery era and in the early
years of the 20th century.
Elizabeth McHenry’s Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost History of African
American Reading Societies (2002) analyzes the historical significance of writing and the role
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that writing and literacy played in black political advancement. I was struck by her description
of writing in colonial America, and as I read the following passage I thought of correlations to
the digital technologies of our own time which have become important tools of political
expression and organization:
In the years leading up to the American Revolution, reading, writing, and print were
increasingly seen to be technologies of power. Colonists turned to written texts in the
form of pamphlets and broadsides as a medium of public expression. Through these
documents revolutionary leaders were able to generate and spread the language and spirit
of revolution. The ability to read and write took on special significance in the emerging
nation: “literacy” become a marker for citizenship. Because writing became, in the
words of historian Michael Warner, the ‘dominant mode of the political,’ the ability to
read and understand these written texts became the responsibility of every (white) man
committed to independence. (42)
In our own time, one might say that computer proficiency (broadly speaking), is that new
technological skill which serves the same function that print media served in the colonies.
Whether it is the ability to actually do extensive computer programming, or at the least having a
facility with the platforms of social media and digital publishing, digital literacy is that 21st
century skill that is essential for African-Americans in particular to speak for themselves in the
way that black newspapers, magazines, pamphlets and novels did for African-Americans in the
19th and 20th centuries.
However, this time spent on computers and coding also means less time for reading long
literary works like novels. Though this topic has been debated at length and I suspect it will
continue to be debated for years to come, it does seem that long form writing suffers in this
media ecology. This may be especially true when it comes to “minor” works of literature such as
the ones represented in my own study. Sure, we can always make a case for the importance of
“the classics.” We can always convince people of the importance of black literary classics like
The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, or of The Autobiography of Malcolm X, or
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frequently assigned modern novels like Toni Morrison’s Beloved and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible
Man. These are widely read works with broad cultural currency that are regularly assigned in
college courses, and that have now been given prestige and can be seen as the kind of books that
will help one to be cultivated and informed among one’s peers. It is much harder to convince
students that the work of minor novelists will be worth their time, novelists like Chester Himes
or Paule Marshall or J. Saunders Redding. To those books, I can hear my students exclaim,
“Ain’t nobody got time for that!”
And maybe they are right. Seriously. I can’t in good conscious tell the college students
in my classes that given a choice between learning a computer language and learning to read
novels critically (or even write them) that they should choose the novels. In the best case
scenario this hypothetical student would find a way to do both. However, it is true that our time
is limited and the rise of digital media with its steep learning curve, and with its massive archive
of human knowledge, has forced us all to make tough choices about which information we value,
and has prompted deeper existential questions about how much we can reasonably do with our
limited life spans in the face of limitless information. We live with instant access to immense
libraries of information now, and even the most frenetic, wired intellectuals among us ultimately
have to choose what their focus will be.
I’ve noticed some fatigue with all of this talk about “The Digital Humanities.” A popular
Internet meme circulated among academics shows a photo of the actor Samuel L. Jackson in his
role as the Jheri-curled hitman Jules Winnfield in Pulp Fiction, pointing a gun forward with a
threatening caption adapted from a line in the movie: “Say ‘Digital Humanities’ One More
Goddamn Time!” And yet, it is true that we can no longer go on talking about literature and
history as we’ve always done and dismiss all of this digital chatter as inconsequential noise. We
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can’t just shoo our students away from their gadgets so that we can get them to talk and think
about “real” issues. The digital world is our “reality” now and will be their reality for the
foreseeable future, and African-American studies must be articulated from the perspective of the
digital world in which we are now immersed.
While some of the works of fiction I discuss here were published well before this
revolution started, all of the ones in the main section of the dissertation were published in or after
the 1990s, and to some extent all deal with the impact that TV and media have had and will
continue to have on the way we think about race, culture and education. While at times I do
adhere to the traditional methods of academic writing, it should be clear that I am also writing in
a spirit of dialogue with other literary critics and scholars of black studies as we think about how
to adjust to the new digital world. If anything, this dissertation is a document of this very
process of adjustment.
Amid all my discussions of digitization, I do offer one note of caution inspired by the late
science fiction writer Octavia Butler. As she wrote in the Parable of the Sower, “Without
persistence, what remains is an enthusiasm of the moment.” I have found it important to seek a
balance so that we don’t sacrifice historical mindedness completely for the speedy urgency of the
Internet and the New Media. The web economy, driven by the metrics of traffic and advertising,
tends to privilege the sensational and the impulsive over the contemplative, typified by the rash
of hoaxes we’ve seen over the past few years as news outlets rush to tell sensational stories
before they have been fully fact-checked and verified. And there is a very unsettling element of
coercion involved in this for us as users, when sensational news stories can swamp our
newsfeeds and dominate the conversation in often frustrating ways, not to mention this paradigm
make digital projects that are not on sensational topics difficult to fund and maintain.
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Historical consciousness and the extended contemplative form of the novel might be
points of resistance against these enthusiasms of the moment, documented in Twitter feeds and
Facebook updates and dynamic news blogs that we can barely keep up with. As I see it, one of
the tasks of education in the digital era is to encourage our students to be as contemplative as
they are reactionary, to look at the day to day activities of this new media environment with
clarity and context rather than being swept up and manipulated by the daily controversies and
outrages. This type of education in the new digital paradigm means that we as educators must
not retreat from network technology. Instead we have to find new means of intelligent
engagement with this new technology. And it is important to me that scholars in my own field of
black studies are working to do this.
What stories will we have to tell about the 21st century university? Already we have some
hints with works such as Alex Kudera’s Fight for Your Long Day (2011), a novel featuring a
(white, male) adjunct professor who shuttles between classes at a third-tier public university and
a newly established for-profit college. Recently I noticed a shocking statistic, that 44% of all
black undergrads are enrolled in for-profit colleges. According to the Diverse Issues in Higher
Education Top 100 Report, the University of Phoenix has been the top producer of black
baccalaureate degrees for several years with very little signs of slowing down. In the 2013 report
from Diverse Issues, the University of Phoenix awarded 4,999 baccalaureate degrees in the
2011-2012 school year. Ashford University, another for-profit college, awarded 2,958. By
contrast, the public historically black college Howard University, traditionally the largest among
the HBCUs, awarded 1,262 in the same year. 38 These statistics raise big questions. Among
them: why are so many minority students being routed into one of the most risky and expensive
38
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sectors of higher education? This is a rapid and unsettling change, and I believe whatever new
forms of academic fiction come along will reflect these new settings and experiences in
academia, and will reflect the political challenges that these emerging forms of higher education
will present for black education. Yes, these numbers do mean a larger pool of black college
graduates, but they also represent troubling trends in student loan defaults and unemployment.
Here again, while I do celebrate and advocate “over-education” there are serious financial
problems with higher education that we must pay attention to.
Fundamentally, the value of academic fiction as a genre is in the way in which it can
communicate how it feels to move through these institutions of higher learning, in whatever form
they exist. We have historical and sociological studies that give us the background and data to
understand the university, but only the personal stories embodied in narratives of academic life,
fictional or non-fictional, can convey what it feels like to be in one of these institutions, and can
communicate what these institutions mean for the individual.
Articulating the value and meaning of the academic novel essentially amounts to
answering the much larger questions about why we read fiction at all, and that is certainly a
question far more complex than this measly dissertation can address in any adequate way.
To the exclamation of “ain’t nobody got time for that” I can only say: Well, we have to
make time for that! As someone who believe these stories are important then I have to find ways
to make time for them, to prioritize them, and pass them on to my students. Reading this work I
have developed a profound respect for the sacrifices of the black writers of the past who put their
heart and soul and bodies into their work. And yes, I do feel some responsibility to preserve that
work, and engage with it, and carry it with me into the digital future, to do what I can to ensure
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that these novels are well-represented in cyberspace, as well as preserved in physical archives,
and passed on to another generation of students, who will then decide their worth on their own.
I’ve explained my dissertation topic to many people over the past five years that I’ve
worked on this project. Reactions have ranged from serious interest, to head-shaking dismissal
and laughter that anyone is wasting his time on something so foolish and useless. I know full
well that despite all the justifications and historicizing I have done here there will still be those
folks who hear my topic and will say, ain’t nobody got time for that!
All I can say is that I’ve tried to illustrate the ways that previous generations of black
intellectuals have used fiction to examine key issues in black higher education, and I do believe
that the urge to tell the stories of our experiences in higher education will continue to be
necessary, for all the reasons that prior generations of black intellectuals have found it necessary:
to bear witness about their experiences in higher education, to counteract white supremacist
narratives about black education and intelligence, and even to hash out their own pet peeves
about the academy. And I still believe that there are other readers out there who might be willing
to make time for these novels as well.
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